


Mass Effect: ARES Protocol

by LangerdTheGrim



Category: Mass Effect, X-Com
Genre: Adventure, Sci-Fi
Language: English
Characters: Miranda L., OC, Shepard (M)
Status: In-Progress
Published: 2016-04-10 08:46:32
Updated: 2016-04-16 15:00:51
Packaged: 2016-04-27 20:40:29
Rating: M
Chapters: 5
Words: 28,750
Publisher: www.fanfiction.net
Summary: Life is a bed of nails. And no one knows this better than Commander Shepard. The Council turning its back on him, his closest friends not believing in him. The list goes on. But when a mission on the frontier goes south, help comes from an unexpected source. Two soldiers from two different worlds, will Shepard and his new ally be enough to stand against the coming storm?





	1. Chapter 1: The Man from ARES

**To all readers; welcome to the rewrite of I am Vengeance, now re-entitled ARES Protocol. Reviews are still greatly appreciated. Disclaimer: I don't own Bioware nor 2K games' respected products, namely the Mass Effect trilogy and XCOM 2.**

Nesoun was a planet once, rendered barren by overmining prospecting companies. The moon orbiting it however, was still rich with platinum and element zero deposits, made hospitable by cutting edge terraforming technology.

There was one human colony on the surface of that moon, the reasons specifically for processing the vast amounts of minerals that could benefit the supply chain for the Alliance. Unfortunately, bearing Alliance banners makes a big target out of them for batarian pirates and slavers. Or worse, as was confirmed within the few months, the Collectors.

"Definitely a tempting target, sitting out in the frontier." Commander Shepard mused to himself. "And a few days going dark spells trouble."

"I smell Collectors." Grunt agreed, the krogan supersoldier grinned maliciously, "But if we're wrong, it's another fight at least."

"Entering the LZ, Commander!" The Cerberus pilot announced.

Readying his trusty Lancer Mk. II, the Commander opened the hatch. The doors of the shuttle hissed open, revealing the dry and arid terraformed landscape of Saine, the moon showing a glimpse of the gray orb that was once Nesoun. Miranda, Shepard's second-in-command, brought up her Omni-Tool to scan the atmosphere.

"Strange, terraforming this rock'll usually bring up more green than sand."

"Only way that happens is that the TF generators were taken out, engineers would've been swarming all over them to keep the grass up. See there?" The Commander pointed to a few wilted trees. "No one leaves a TF Gen behind, unless they left in a hurry."

"Or dead." Grunt cocked his enormous shotgun, "We should be on our guard."

The wind blew harder, churning up a dust cloud and making the colony hubs look like something out of an old Western vid. The buildings were silent, except from the occasional swing of a loose door, or the clanking of a soda can being tossed about by the gust.

"Look, up there!" Miranda whispered into their comms to avoid bringing unwanted attention. She pointed up at something that looked like a wreck of an enormous ship sticking out of the sand located out in the other side of the town. There was a chatter of gunfire in the distance too, "Alright, weapons primed but don't shoot unless necessary."

"Questions first, shoot later?" Grunt asked.

"Questions first, shoot later." The Commander confirmed, indicating that an investigation of what was being dealt with was more important. The squad trotted inside the network of buildings, using the connected hubs to avoid detection, moving through the doors carefully to minimize the noise from their movement. The chatter paused every now and then, indicating there were still some survivors from whatever attacked the colony. As they emerged from a general goods store, concealed by the shadow drawn from the sun setting over the horizon, the squad came upon a group of colonists huddled behind a crashed shuttle. They were being peppered with strange looking rounds, close enough to the standard detachable heat sinks but the similarity ending with its effectiveness to penetrate armor. The assailants, having the high ground on the west observation decks, were picking the survivors off with ease.

"Things don't look too good for these guys." Shepard muttered, turning up the settings for his shields to maximize effectiveness. "Miranda, on me, we'll move in to flank them. Grunt, get their attention and lay down some cover fire."

"Got it, Shepard." The krogan nodded and sprang out of hiding, bringing his shotgun to bear. Miranda stayed low as she followed the Commander through the narrow corridor leading into the mine. The network of tunnels had many exits, but thanks to the upgraded Omni-Tool, Shepard was able to determine which paths to take. Presently, the duo reached the foot of the observation deck, making sure no one else would get the jump on them before ascending the ladder.

Grunt had reached the survivors, not in the least intimidated when one colonist pointed his weapon at the hulking krogan in fear. He fired a shot at the enemy's position, a little show of good faith. The act effectively drawing attention to the krogan, as planned, and away from the two flanking the opposite position.

Signaling Miranda to fire at the same time as he did, Shepard got his first good look at what the opposition looked like.

Dressed in bulky pure black armor and red borderlines and armed with equally bulky rifles that fired those same strange bullets with an orange burst, the Commander could already assume that they weren't Collector drones.

One of them, wearing a distinctive cape to indicate his rank, shouted orders in a language Shepard's Omni-Tool couldn't translate. Again, the unfriendly barrage resumed. Halted for another minute due to Grunt's powerful Claymore shotgun. The Commander emerged again, finger squeezed tight over the trigger and shoulder firmly against the stock.

_BRRRRRTTTTT!BRRRRRRRTTTT! _went the Lancer, the bullets seemingly bouncing off the enemy's armor like he was throwing pebbles. The impact knocked the flanked soldier forward, a loud and guttural alien expletive spewing out of his mouth. The officer turned his weapon on the Commander instinctively, a few rounds escaping the heated barrel of his rifle before he was slammed back by a spray from Miranda's Kassa Locust submachinegun. The genetically engineered Cerberus agent threw a biotic pulse that shattered the whole balcony, dropping the five hostiles along with the broken off piece of metal onto the ground below.

With the enemy incapacitated, everyone's guns were given the chance to respond accordingly. With a peppering hail of their own, the survivors managed to penetrate the thick metal suits of the aliens as they staggered to their feet. A few moments of wrestling with their wilting strength, they stiffened and fell back on the ground.

"Shepard, you alright?" Miranda asked, eyeing the flickering shields on her CO. The Commander nodded, "Yeah, that armor's tough."

Looking down at the alien squad lying sprawled on the dust, and then at the sound of an approaching dropship, Miranda frowned. "Looks like there's more where they came from."

"Get to higher ground!" Grunt yelled at the colonists, they had no trouble following the krogan's orders, seeing three enormous gunships of unknown, yet menacingly-looking, make landing on the buildings facing the setting sun. The survivors hunkered down on the roofs of the general store, using the metal advertisement boards as cover. The squad had positioned themselves below, their cover composed of stalls holding junk foods and MRE packs.

Grunt tuned up his shotgun to gain the best distance shots possible, Miranda had primed her biotic amps for the oncoming siege. Shepard had a belt full of grenades, an ordnance packet of thermal clips, and a rocket launcher for emergencies, an arsenal that should prove useful and should bolster the frightened colonists' courage and confidence in the Commander.

I can ask them what happened later, the Commander thought to himself, just as the enormous doors of the dropships opened. Each of the two crafts carried about half a dozen of alien shocktroopers. The third, strangely, hadn't released its cargo yet.

"Maybe a last resort?" Miranda suggested. Grunt merely grinned, "If it's a big one, I'm getting the first shot."

The alien squads each brought a distinct looking soldier wearing even heavier armor, the markings indicating his different specialty in combat. And sure enough, his enormous glove slammed down to the ground, the red energy emanating from the blast travelled in a spiderweb-like pattern, forming hexagonal barriers over his comrades!

"As if their armor couldn't get any tougher!" Shepard exclaimed, "If that guy's the source, hit him first!", he ordered the surivors on the roof above. They followed suit, hammering the shieldbearer like a nail.

Lightning bolt fire chewed up the stalls, throwing up splinters of wood and torn metal bits. Miranda moved away just in time as her cover was blown apart by some kind of plasma grenade.

Grunt glanced at the Cerberus operative to see if she needed a hand. Having done so, Miranda shook her head as an answer and tossed a frag grenade of her own. The tiny mass effect core in the grenade was state-of-the-art technology developed by humanity's finest, each oval canister bringing a little nuclear payload to the fields of battle.

The resulting implosion of mass particles destabilized a nearby comm tower, sending the metal structure crashing onto the aliens ducking behind cover to reload. There was a scream, only silenced by the horrible crash of grinding beams against titanium alloyed platforms.

"When this is over, I'm having Mordin and Jacob study their arsenal, Commander!" She yelled into the comm, referring to the aliens' technology as she ejected a steaming thermal clip off of her gun. "This could prove useful for Cerberus!"

"Agreed!" Shepard yelled back, bringing up the rocket launcher and sending three consistent rockets screaming into the sky and slamming down with a thunderous roar upon the dropships. The following explosion was a little stronger than expected, and a little too bright.

The Commander reeled back, momentarily blinded by the flash, then shaking it off and sticking his shoulder to the wall before peeking out. The alien force was all but neutralized, much to the Spectre's relief.

Suddenly, out of the burning wreck of the third dropship, that Shepard's rocket launcher brought down, came a still-burning figure. Human in appearance, but the chill that the Commander quickly banished from his psyche told him that this was no human at all.

Sleek armor as black as night, each step graceful and just as swift. The alien's long white hair floated about her head. The visor shielding her face was reminiscent of the quarians, yet could not hide the baleful gaze on her blazing white eyes that immediately put the flames dancing on her armor to shame.

The fire vanished with a wave of her arm. The other, carrying a menacingly-looking pulse rifle, raised the weapon at the colonists hunkered down on the roof. Before the Commander even fired his Lancer's first shot, a high pitch scream emanated from the rifle and a bright green flash followed the sound. Echoing through the Commander's comms was the agonized scream of the colonists as the energy pulse tore through their cover easily as though it was made of tin!

"Dammit!" Shepard swore, springing out of cover with Lancer raised and sending hail after hail in anger. A purple barrier around the alien absorbed every round, throwing it back with little effort. The Commander's own shield flickered and shattered at the impacting heat sinks. Without a moment's hesitation; foot pushing against a ramping metal beam, sending him launching into the air; the Spectre activated the Omni-Blade and threw himself at the alien woman.

But the arm that extinguished the flames had come up easily, using some biotic energy the human icon had never seen before to stop him in mid-air! He could feel that same force clamp down on his throat, suspending him a good eight feet above ground.

Miranda saw this and was about to move to her superior's side when the alien took one look at her and sent another violet stream of telekenetic energy that threw her against the wall, violently.

The metal groaned as her body slammed into the wall, making a nasty dent on it. The Cerberus agent dropped to the ground with a pained moan and was still. Blood had already started to drip from her nose.

At the same time, Grunt emerged from cover and made an old-fashioned krogan charge at his opponent. The resulting impact from the supersoldier proved to be adequate enough for the alien to release its grip on the Commander and focus on the immediate danger, mainly Grunt.

"I said I'd take the first shot!" He complained as he bashed at her, the alien responding with a blast of her own, knocking back the krogan a little. But thanks to his genetic enhancements, Grunt shrugged off the damage and delivered a devastating blow from his shotgun in return. The shells blew the alien's shields apart, leaving her exposed to the inhumanly strong punch that followed.

The hit sent her spinning, staggering back a few meters. The Commander took this time to recover, ejecting a thermal clip and sending himself launching through the air with a double kick, knocking the air out of the woman's lungs and sending her crashing into a smoking pile of ruined scrap.

As the two trained their weapons on her, the alien staggered back up to her feet. What rage she felt earlier had spiked a few dangerous notches. The purple aura around her proving it so. Shepard and Grunt fired in unison, surprise overtaking them as the alien pulled herself out of that fatal spot and teleporting up to the skies, hovering above the bewildered two and conjuring a large ball of purplish energy in her hands.

"Plan B?" The krogan asked.

"Run like hell." Shepard agreed, snatching up an unconscious Miranda as they made for a better spot to take on the much-more powerful alien. The ball was released, a pleasant hum as it sped to the retreating duo, followed by an ear-shattering roar that rocked the whole valley. The shockwave sent them flying, the sorrounding buildings decimated and their metal innards sent spinning in the circular cloud of dus churned up by the explosion.

The Commander checked on the unconscious body of his second-in-command, satisfied that she was still breathing, and dragged her into a nearby abondoned house. Grunt muttered something like a curse in his language that couldn't be found in the Omni-Tool's translation program, and got back on his feet. He growled as the hovering figure of the alien appeared from the smoke, and she was still angry.

"Any other ideas?" He asked the Commander. Shepard just shrugged, "Simple. Hit her until she breaks."

Suddenly, there was a shot that rang through the air, akin to the sound of soft snap of the finger! The round sent the alien falling back on her ass, a sight that raised an amused chuckle from the krogan. Following the trajectory of the sniper's bullet, the Commander easily spotted the perpetrator.

Wearing a sleek but thickly reinforced armor, hidden partially by a camouflaged cowl, the newcomer sprang from his hiding spot. Obviously, he was watching what had transpired since their arrival, biding his time for the right opportunity. The massive sniper rifle he carried was trained on the fallen alien, the suppressed snap sending another titanic round whizzing through the thick air. The alien managed to bring her shields up just in time, the bullet smashed into it instead, sending violet shards flying everywhere on impact.

Her arm brought out a ball of energy, similar to the bigger one that obliterated the town square, and cast a concentrated stream of like energy. The sniper dodged the attack, moving quicker than the armor advertised, and reholstering the main gun to bring out a ball of purple energy of his own.

Shepard took this time to bring out the rocket launcher, Grunt reloaded his shotgun and prepared to join the battle.

A blue biotic pulse shoved the alien backwards, Miranda had apparently recovered and was now returning the favor shown earlier. Shepard glanced back in relief, bracing against the recoil of the Lancer. The volley sent by the three tore through the alien's armor, wounding her fatally. Years of experience told the Commander that an alien this dangerous would be even more so when wounded and driven to desperation.

I know I would, he thought to himself as he kept firing. The sniper took this opening as his next chance to strike. A balled up fist slammed with inhuman strength that smashed into the alien's midsection, shattering the armor there and knocking the woman into a stupor. Holding her securely from behind, the sniper gave the Commander a do-the-honors motion of the head.

Shepard obliged, spawning the orange digital substance of the Omni-Blade and sending the tip straight through his opponent's finely-curved breastplate.

There was an odd jerking motion, followed by a series of wild convulses as the alien persished. The purple aura wafted out of her body like a ghostly soul leaving the dead as shown in horror vids, and it formed an equally chilling manifestation of a regal-looking high and mighty alien. The top dog type, if you will.

With a gentle voice laced with sadness and disappointment, the alien adressed the Spectre. "**We had such high hopes for you.**" The cyptic statement left a puzzling impression on the Commander as the ghost faded away.

There was a near-palpable silent but angry reaction from the stranger standing beside Shepard as his eyes remained on the figure as it disappeared. The Commander turned to him, admiring the hood adorning the top of his ghostly helm that gave him an intimidating appearance.

"There's more where that thing came from.", the stranger said with a voice that sounded between a whispered sigh and a cold demeaning rumble. The Commander sized him up, gauging inwardly if he was a friendly. But the sniper saw through that, "I'm not your enemy, so you can stop sizing me up now."

"That's something I'll decide." Shepard replied firmly, finger on the Lancer's trigger and aiming the rifle at him. "Shepard, Miranda's hurt. Bad." Grunt announced, arm under the Cerberus agent's shoulder to help her stand upright. "I'd say what's killed this colony has been dealt with, without this one's help we wouldn't even be standing here talking about it." Miranda said with a cough.

Shepard lowered his weapon. "Good call, Commander." The sniper held up a detonator, a thumb firmly pressed on the trigger. "But I wouldn't say that the threat's been dealt with just yet." He released the trigger.

With a loud boom, the ship wreck sticking out of the dirt in the distance went up in a fiery cloud of disintegrated metal. The ash and debris fell all around and the ground quaked. Shepard winced slightly at the ringing in his ears, eyes instinctively squinting from the flash of light.

"Now, it's been dealt with."

"Commander, shuttle's prepped and ready to go. I thought you'd need extraction after seeing the fireworks display." The Cerberus pilot stated as he landed the Kodiak outside of town. Already, the wind speed was picking up, a clear sign of an imminent storm's arrival.

The sniper walked away, Shepard called after him. "Hey! Where are you going?"

"Going to go find myself a ride. Why?" He answered, voice raising as he strained to get above the howling wind and rustling dust.

"Hitch in with us, this moon's a goner. Gonna' be filled with 'prospecting' scavvies and pirates before nightfall."

The sniper considered this for a while, then pointed at the Lancer, "As long as that gun's pointed elsewhere, you can take me wherever the fuck you want, Commander."

Pointing at the massive weapon the sniper was sporting behind him, Shepard replied. "Same goes for you, now come on!" He gestured inside the shuttle, helping his lieutenant in with the krogan.

…..

The sniper sat with both elbows propped on his lap, staring out the port window at the shrinking brown dwarf planet in the distance. Grunt sat next to him, tinkering with his beloved shotgun and giving him the occasional curious glance. Even the pilot, seated well withing six meters from the four passengers, couldn't resist taking a peek at the stranger they picked up from the mission.

Shepard, however, had his full attention on Miranda. Concern forcing him to gently apply the medi-gel on the affected areas. "Ow! Easy!" Miranda whined as the Commander touched a broken rib, "I heal fast, but not that fast!"

"Sorry, forgot you still feel pain through all that ice queen personality." Shepard smirked, gently caressing the medical substance into place. "Glad to know you're still human."

Miranda, eager to make a point, elbow jabbed her lover to make him back off. "I'll have Dr. Chakwas look at that, at least she's not too clumsy."

The Commander kept his smirk on, up until he realized that the sniper was staring at both of them. He paused for a minute before making the necessary post-mission introductions, "I'm Commander Shepard, you got a name?"

The sniper leaned his head on the glass, seemingly weary for some reason but never fully letting it show. "Colonel Korsair."

"Well, Colonel, you mind telling us just what exactly were those things on that colony?"

There was a pause before the man answered, calculating carefully his next words. "It's a long and very unbelievable story, Commander. Are you sure you want to hear it?"

Shepard leaned back, "I've seen enough peculiarities to last me a lifetime."  
>"Or two, in your case." Miranda muttered. Shepard ignored her and continued, "So whatever you say, well, I'll just keep a listening ear out. Shoot."<p>

"I'm not from around here, you see." Korsair sighed, "And neither was that shipwreck and all the aliens onboard."

"Obviously, can you be more specific?" Miranda asked.

"I'm part of an organization called XCOM, a branch of the Alliance that deals with threats to the galaxy. Much like you, handling rogue Spectres like Saren, the Collectors and the Reapers. The difference is, well, XCOM doesn't exist until about sixty years into the future."

I'm seeing where this is going and I don't think I like it, Shepard thought.

"Oh don't look so sad, it's a beautiful future!" The Commander could sense a little bit of sarcasm in the Colonel's voice, "The Collectors are gone, even the Reapers were destroyed. Peace between all the races in the Milky Way, and Earth remains as the pretty blue orb it always has."

"I'm sensing a 'but' right there." Grunt muttered.

"That was until ADVENT arrived." Korsair's voice had a tinge of anger mixed with wistfulness. "Short story goes; everything was destroyed." Something too painful was forcing Korsair to make it short rather than embellish, a clue that Shepard caught on that convinced him that the sniper was telling the truth.

"Everything?" Miranda asked, still skeptical about the time travel hooey she was hearing.

"Everything." Korsair nodded.

"Say that we believe you, what are these ADVENT doing in this timeline when they got a whole galaxy just for them in the future?" She inquired.

"Me." He answered.

A man of a few words, perfect. "You?" Shepard's left eyebrow arched.

"Yes. You see, ADVENT failed to see human ingenuity, just as the Reapers have done before. Throw us on our backs against the wall, make us desperate enough, and you can just imagine what humans can do with that desperation." He tapped at his temple, "So the ARES Protocol was given, I, the greatest weapon forged by the hands of man, was sent here to fix what ADVENT changed in the timeline when they were pressed to use the time weapon."

"What was you mission?" Miranda asked.

"Initially, him." Korsair pointed at the Commander. "To ensure that the greatest hero of all time, and the only hope for this galaxy's salvation, survives."

"I'm flattered." Shepard shrugged, "But that doesn't explain much."

"ADVENT sent a hundred, if not thousands, of those ships through the temporal gates to prepare the way for their arrival. I'm to make sure those ships and all their cargo goes up in flames. To do that, Commander, I'm going to need your help."

"Commander, incoming transmission from the Normandy!" The pilot announced. "It's EDI!"

Looking once at the pilot and back at Kosair, Shepard nodded. "Patch her through."

The blue eye orb manifestation of the AI appeared on the nearby console, "Shepard, I wish I came to bring good news." The Commander braced himself, "Lay it on me, EDI."

"The Normandy was attacked by the Collectors, the entire crew has been abducted." The words sent a chill down the lieutenant's spine, "What the hell!?" Miranda exclaimed.

"What happened, EDI?" The Commander asked, calm as he could muster.

"There was a virus within the Reaper IFF that broadcasted the ship's location, thus, the Collectors picked up on the signal and arrived in minutes. Joker was able to get the Normandy's controls back online by unshackling my AI restraints, giving us the opportunity to escape."

"This isn't good." Miranda's face made contact with her hands.

Shepard was silent for a moment. "Commander, shall we rendezvous with the Normandy?" The pilot asked.

"Yeah." He answered simply, falling back down on his seat.

Korsair looked out the window just as the sleek form of the Cerberus crafted Normandy appeared from FTL jump. "Looks like the ADVENT can wait."

**And there you have it, Chapter One. Constructive criticisms, please. :)**


	2. Chapter 2: Eve of Departure

"You lost the crew?! And damn near lost the ship too?!"

Joker winced as Miranda began her tirade, "I know, alright? I was there!"

"Has the virus been scrubbed?" Shepard asked EDI.

"It has been contained and dealt with accordingly, Commander." The AI responded. Shepard looked at Miranda, "You heard her, now calm down."

As the lieutenant paced around nervously, Joker stared straight forward. "All those people, gone."

EDI reassured him, "We did what we could, Jeff."

"Yeah, I know. Thanks mom." He said, not at all feeling better.

Shepard crossed his arms, then put one hand to stroke his chin as was his habit when in deep thought. "Is the ship ready for action, EDI?" He asked.

"Optimized, calibrated to the latter, Shepard."

Jacob, the arms master of the ship, looked up. "What're you thinking, Commander?" Shepard leaned on the Briefing Room table, "If our upgrades are enough as much as we initially estimated, I'd say the time to go through the Omega Relay is now."

Miranda stopped pacing and stared at the Commander. "And if we're wrong?"

Shepard shrugged, "Then we take our chances and go through with it anyway. We all knew it would come to this." The Commander turned to Joker, "Get up to the bridge, Joker, and send us on our way. As for you two, inform everyone left on the ship to prepare. I'm sure as hell that the Collectors would be doing the same for us too."

The pilot nodded and eased off the tables from where he sat. Miranda looked at EDI's holographic manifestation. "What about EDI? An unshackled AI onboard might not be a good idea."

Shepard, having several encounters with rogue AI namely the Geth, had to take this particular matter seriously. But he thought better of it, "EDI had a number of opportunities to kill us, I trust her."

"Thank you, Shepard." EDI said gratefully.

"As you say, Commander." Miranda nodded.

As everyone prepped for the jump, Jacob asked. "Hey Commander, what's this about a new crewmember?" He referred to the datapad on his hand showing the surveillance footage on the Cargo Hold. It showed Korsair leaning casually against the Kodiak shuttle, conversing with Garrus.

"Well, he's not technically a crewmember. Come to think of it, I haven't a clue why we decided to bring him onboard." Miranda said.

"We could use another marksman on our side. And don't forget, Miranda, he did just save our asses on that moon. Unless this is just you talking out of wounded pride."

"I don't trust him."

"Why? Because of the matching aussie accent?" Shepard jested. "Seriously, Miranda, ease off on the paranoia."

The lieutenant gave a huff of irritation and walked out the doors of the Briefing Room, heading for her office on Deck 3. Jacob saluted the Commander before making his way towards the Armory to check on their vast arsenal, planning on scrubbing each and every weapon for defects so as to prevent any malfunctions while on mission. Shepard, on the other hand, decided to check on Korsair. He headed for the elevator, arriving within minutes to see Garrus hunched over a workbench with the Colonel, seemingly hypnotized by the man's ridiculously enormous sniper rifle, easily a foot or so longer than Korsair's height. 6'2 approximately, given the man's tall stature. And an easy foot or two in width.

"How'd you even carry that around?" The turian asked, amazed as his war-nerdiness would allow.

"Cybernetic enhancements grafted into my entire skeleton." Korsair explained, "Gene Mod therapy also twisted my muscles into whipcord fibers but flexible as dura-plas refined rubber, making me strong ant-wise."

"Um…aren't ants a little too small for comparison?"

"Heh, not when you think of them as our size, then you'd be amazed at what they could carry." There was a click as the sniper introduced a bullet the size of two conjoined figers from the equally massive magazine. "Now, the payload this thing carries amounts twice as strong too, if not more. It'll take a man's arm clean off if it misses."

The turian's hand stroked the weapon's smooth black surface, "I think I'm in love." His eyes brightened, "She got a name?"

Korsair leaned back, "Deadlock."

Tracing the notches that amounted to fifteen on the weapon's reciever, "Looks like she's been a bad girl too. Who're these?"

"Top dogs taken down in her lifetime. But I can't take the credit for all the kills, Deadlock's lost her previous owner, I'm just taking the shots for her now." There was a subtle tinge of sadness in his voice, one that only the Commander could detect through years of studying people's behavior like a shrink.

"I think I'm starting to like her too." Shepard said.

The two marksmen turned to him. "Ah, Shepard! Didn't see you there." Garrus greeted. The Spectre gave a nod and a signal to give them some privacy, which the turian understood immediately, knowing Shepard as well as he did. He walked away, giving a friendly pat on the back to Korsair as farewell-for-now and headed for the elevator. "I'm just gonna' go do some calibrations."

"Hey, Vakarian!" The Colonel called out after him, tossing a datapad to the turian's waiting hands. "Don't forget what you came for." The elevator's doors hissed shut, all that was heard now was the never ending hum of the Normandy's engine vibrating throughout the hull and bulkheads of the ship.

"Commander, I can only assume you have more questions? I'll do my best to answer them." Korsair leaned once more against the Kodiak. "So, what would you like to know?"

The Commander paused for a second, fumbling around in his head through the mess of questions for the right one. "Who are you, really?" He settled for the easiest one, yet not at all assured that it was easy at all.

The Colonel gave a small laugh, "I'm Colonel Korsair, Commander, didn't I make myself clear?"

"There's more to it, Colonel." Shepard replied, "I've never had reason to doubt what my gut tells me. So I'll ask again, who are you?"

There was another silence.

"Hmm, nothing escapes you, huh?"

I knew it, the Commander thought. "No, Korsair, nothing."

The sniper shifted his weight on one leg, the other bending back to support him from the Kodiak's hull from behind. "Very well, if you insist." His gauntleted hands reached up and drew back the hood. The helm, resembling an amalgamation of a sixteenth century depiction of death and the First Contact War ghost sniper masks, came off with a hiss.

The face that was revealed made Shepard feel like he was looking at a mirror, except the hair was cropped short and silver gray to the roots. A huge ugly scar ran across the left eye, disappearing only because of the eyepatch closed over an empty socket. The face was a hint of a bit younger, but years of combat had weathered away such youth as the way only war can bring. The strongly chiseled cheekbones were the same, as well as the firm chin and jaw. But the eyes, or rather the eye, wasn't at all similar. Yes, like looking at a mirror.

"My name is Korsair Shepard."

Resisting a hilarious 'Aha!', the Commander's mouth fumbled a bit as he reeled from this astounding, if not ridiculous, revelation. A moment later, he was staring up at the ceiling, mind gears turning with a slow and rusty tempo.

"What, too much to handle?" The Colonel asked.

"I'm still processing."

"By all means, take your time."

And take his time he did, Shepard tapped his finger on his arm as he crossed them over his chest. "How's this even possible?"

Korsair shrugged, "I can't blame you for being skeptical. After all, my first explanation was an out-of-this-world kind of story. But come to think of it, everything about this galaxy is out-of-this-world, don't you agree?"

Shepard had to agree with that one, "And we all thought that Reapers didn't exist." To himself he mumbled, "Time travel? And I have a son? Damn, he got all my good looks too." A twitch in the Colonel's lip showed a knowing smile in the Commander's reaction.

"Anyway, you have something else you wanted to talk about?" Korsair said, getting the Commander's mind on track.

"Ahem, yes. About that." Shepard cleared his throat. "Miranda and I have been wondering what to do about you. Frankly, with a man of your skills, you're an opportunity too important to pass up."

I think I like where this is going, the Colonel thought.

"I'd like you to join the Normandy's crew. You'd be a valuable asset to the team."

Korsair gave one nod, "You're heading into a suicide mission, Commander. I'll lend any form of my expertise to aid you and your efforts. Let's both hope it's enough."

Commander Shepard held out his hand, "With two Shepards to take on the Collectors, I think this is what they'd call overkill."

Korsair gave another small laugh as he grasped the hand with his own, the casual grip amounting to an overly emphasized grip causing Shepard to wince. "Heh, quite true, Commander."

"I'd better start prepping now." The sniper said, turning to the workbench. "If you want to talk, I'll be right here."

Shepard turned to the door, stopping at the threshold to ask the question that popped into mind at the last second. "Korsair?"

"Yes?" The Colonel acknowledged without turning to look.

"If you don't mind me asking," The Commander paused as he hesitated, "Who's your mother?"

"Oh come now, Commander." The Colonel looked back at him with a knowing smirk on his face, "I've got an aussie accent, a cold no-nonsense attitude, and an affinity for throwing some random sarcastic remarks. There's only one person onboard this ship that I got those traits from."

Shepard knew the answer even before asking the question. "Miranda."

"Woman with the best ass in the galaxy." Korsair turned once more to his work cleaning and maintaining Deadlock. "If I recall correctly, within ten minutes she is going to meet you on the elevator and whisper seductively on your ear inviting you to a little tryst in the Normandy's engine room."

Shepard's face bunched up with incredulousity upon hearing his son's answer as he boarded the elevator. No comment, he thought as the doors closed.

The trip to the CIC took an unsual five minutes, but the Commander was so deep in thought that he didn't notice, not even when the curvaceous minx going though its doors that was Miranda caught his attention.

"Oh!" It was only when the Cerberus operative's soft palm against his chest and her equally caressingly soft voice that his thoughts were ripped out of his head. "Pardon me, Commander."

Shepard's eyes widened as her succulent lips kissed his left ear, "I've cleared the Engine Room, be there in five minutes."

Damn, he really is a time traveller! Shepard looked at Miranda in amazement, he then shoved aside all the stressful things plaguing his mind to focus on the woman he loved. This may be his only chance to do so before what may be his last mission."Should've known you couldn't settle for the captain's quarters, Ms. Lawson."

Chuckling, if not giggling, she answered. "I only settle for the best." She winked at him as she took her place in the elevator. The Commander could do little else that night but adhere to what Korsair predicted.

…..

With his enhanced hearing, Korsair couldn't help but hear the moans and loud grunts coming from the Engine Room above him. He smiled and shook his head clear of the dirty images that came to mind as he reattached Deadlock's priming core into its corresponding slot. He took a puff from the cigarette he had lit upon the Commander's departure and blew a small circular cloud of the noxious fumes.

He also tried to ignore EDI's voice as she reminded him that the Normandy was strictly a no-smoking vessel. Annoyed that the unshackled AI had indeed adopted Joker's categorization as 'mom', he proceeded to point out that the Illusive Man, Cerberus' charismatic leader, smoked more than he did on a daily basis.

Nevertheless, out of respect for the AI who saved the Normandy, Korsair reluctantly extinguished the half-smoked cigarette and disposed of the butt properly.

Having finished disassembling, cleaning, and reassembling the rifle, Korsair felt himself get increasingly bored by each passing hour. By the time fifteen hours had passed, the marksman decided to tour the ship to better while away his time, taking special care not to take the path leading into the Engine Room on Deck 4.

His first stop was at the portside corner of the Cargo Hold, where a certain krogan supersoldier named Grunt greeted him with that nasty krogan grin. There was a small conversation he managed to get out of the alien before he was shooed away by a remark that said, "Humans talk too much, like the tank. Come back later."

This led to his trek up the stairs to the garbage disposal section. An old gnarled soldier hunched over a smaller workbench there wearing orange merc gear eyed him with great suspicion in his eyes. Korsair took a quick look around, spying several knick knacks posed like trophies on the surveillance tables and cargo boxes. A turian freighter model, a Blood Pack krogan warlord helm, even a rusty and very dirty older variation of the Commander's Lancer assault rifle, which the man was tinkering on.

"Can I help you with something?" The grating Englishman voice gruffly asked.

"No, just getting a looksie of the rooms in this hotel." The calm Australian voice answered.

"Then kindly do us a favor and get the fuck out."

"Us? You mean that shit rifle you're stressing over?" Korsair crossed his arms, seemingly amused with the older man's reaction.

"Ey! You got a pretty mouth on you, and I see too many teeth." The man got off his chair at the mention of said 'shit rifle' and balled up a fist menacingly. "Talk about Jessie bein' a shit rifle, and you've got a scrap on yer hands!"

"Pretty mouth says this one can fix said shitty rifle, only if said old man lets it." Korsair answered with an eerie calm, but inwardly prepared for a brawl if need be.

With anger pulsing through his veins, the veteran had a hard time processing the cryptic response before finally calming down and giving a throaty laugh. "You've got balls on you, ya fuckin' bloke!" He stepped back, "Alright, give her a go. But watch it, the bloodthirsty old bitch's got a nasty bite."

Korsair treated the gun with respect, as all weapon handlers should. His hands gently took apart the weapon under the wary eye of the vet, each part set down on a clean rag and scrubbed free from rust. A bit of oil took away what could jam the reciever, the nails on his gauntleted fingers scraping away what stubborn rust can't be removed by persistent oil. With a wave of his hand, a purple ball of psionic energy appeared, the hand guided it into the port chamber where the thermal clips were introduced. The vet's eyes widened as Jessie's exquisite form was restored with the sniper's careful and graceful hands. There was a click as the hammer was cocked, a single detachable heat sink added to the reciever for testing.

"I'm not an arms master, but the knowledge of weapons from my timeline amount enough to make me one. "The sniper handed Jessie over with a satisfied smile, "Said shitty rifle wants to say hi." There was doubt in the old man's eye as he shouldered the stock, aiming it at a nearby Cerberus painted tag that he normally used as a target for knifethrowing.

_BAM! _went the weapon's barrel, the sound bringing joy into the veteran's face. "You goddamn bastard, you actually did it. You fuckin' fixed lil' old Jessie!" He said disbelievingly.

But by the time he looked back to where Korsair sat, the room was already empty.

The Colonel continued his tour of the Normandy, heading up through the elevator to get some grub from the Mess Hall. Upon reaching the 3rd deck, Korsair spotted paths leading to two opposite doors from the elevator. One read 'Port Observation' and the other 'Starboard Observation'. Knowing that either room was someone else's quarters, Korsair decided against making a nosy person out of himself and proceeded to the Mess Hall. He passed by an elderly looking salarian muttering to himself as if making a conversation on his own to an unseen partner, ignoring the Colonel as he went inside the Science Wing.

He found it nearly empty, the main reason being because the Collector's have abducted the whole crew, yet strangely left out the strike team the Commander had recruited in his travels. There was an asari wearing a Justicar's suit eating prim-and-properlike as she conversed likewise prim-and proper with a drell wearing a black assassin's attire. Come to think of it, every drell is an assassin, Korsair thought. With a sensitive mind, rendered so by the Psionic ascencion he went through, the Colonel sensed something odd about the drell. But he didn't need to be a psionic to know what a dying man looks like, the harrowing experience through the ADVENT incursions taught him that in advance.

Garrus was there too, the turian marksman beckoned him to get a tray and join his seat. Seeing an unexpected sight, the Justicar and the drell turned to Korsair. The asari made a curt bow to acknowledge his presence, as did the drell.

Since when do drell hitmen bow? The Colonel thought as he took his seat. Soon, the two snipers were absorbed in conversation, their talk ranging from weapon mods to the competitive topic on who shoots the most distance and who shoots more accurately. Then there was the jokes, most of Korsair's stemming from morbid sense of humor and sending an uncomfortable laugh from the turian.

"Oh! Garrus, I think you've made a friend." A bubbly cheerful voice commented.

Korsair turned around to see the intricately designed suit of a young quarian woman. He couldn't help but sit back and admire her as she sauntered casually towards their table. The tight environment suit hugged and emphasized her in all the right places, the lines swirling to form palm trees down her magnificent bosom, the trunks cascading like a waterfall down her narrow waist, contrasted by the curve of her wide hips. As if in slow motion, her exotic quarian feet glided over the floor as if she was floating. Korsair thought to himself as he remained transfixed, Good god, she's beautiful. But what truly caught the Colonel's eye was the purplish hue that was closely related to the color of his psionic manifestation.

"Korsair, I think human customs dictate that staring is a bad thing." Garrus waved a turian flora that resembled a brocolli in his face to get his attention.

"Not where I come from. We've abandoned that custom." Korsair replied with an innocent shrug.

"Please don't stare, it makes me nervous." The quarian's voice had Russian accent blended into it, was it possible for her to be more exotic?

"Noted." He finished his meal with a glass of soya milk.

Her three fingered hand didn't bother him in the least as she offered it to him. "I'm Tali'Zorah vas Normandy."

Korsair shook her hand, "Korsair Shepard, wear that name proudly." He said, knowing that the name was some form of chastisement from her people, but knew it was too personal to be asked about.

"I will." Tali set her tray down, but after a few minutes, her shiny domed head looked up. "Wait a minute, did you say Shepard?" Garrus looked up too, plastic fork still in his mouth.

Not wanting to face whatever stream of ramblings the quarian would make, Korsair got up with a small laugh, "That question, you should ask the Commander." He left the tray on the dishwashing unit and headed back to his nest on the Cargo Hold below.

…..

The hum came to a stop as the Normandy arrived at the threshold of the Omega Relay, the swirling red mass of energy shifted and sent little streaks of lightning as it sensed a ship's presence.

Joker took a long breath and puffed it out slowly, "This is it, Commander. Just give the word."

Up on the CIC galaxy map, Shepard leaned on the railing and frowned. "The Collectors are about to find out exactly what happens when you piss me off."

"Couldn't have said it better myself." Korsair commented, leaning back casually over an empty booth where an ensign would've been operating on had the Collectors never boarded.

"Let's go get our people back." Miranda nodded to the Commander.

There was a series of beeps and boops as EDI and Joker prepped the FTL drive, the Omega Relay grew as the ship came under its envelope. The red storm grabbed the tiny vessel and threw it through the fabric of time and space towards the center of the galaxy. Shepard glanced down at Korsair and noticed him wincing and shifting uncomfortably. "Not a fan of FTL jumps?"

"I just experienced FTL jump through a time portal half a day ago." He shivered, "And I did NOT like it."

There was a flash as the stars became streaks of light, the voice of Jacob poured in through the comm. "Core's upgrades are stabilized, Commander, no problems here!" Suddenly, the ship lurched forward as the jump was completed. There was a massive metal structure that appeared before the Normandy's cockpit, and it was growing fast! "Oh shit!" Joker exclaimed as he manuevered the ship out of the way. There was a loud screech as the hull scraped off the surface of the said structure. But the worst was yet to come, the debris from the what was an ancient starship formed an impassable obstacle course around the swirling black mass of a dead star. Fortunately, the combined skill of Joker's piloting and EDI's fast assessment of the situation got them out of what used to be an 'impassable' terrain.

There was a smooth glide through the field as Joker collapsed back on his seat, the Commander was right behind him, observing with an amazed eye at the hundreds of shipwrecks floating around them, all of them swirling around a megastructure in the distance.

Though not a fan of history books, Korsair knew that that megastructure was none other than the Collector base. "I think that's our goal." He pointed at the base, "But I highly doubt that they'd make it easy for us."

"Nothing ever is. Joker, take us in closer." Shepard commanded.

"Aye aye, Commander." Joker responed, the Normandy twisting about to avoid several junk pieces. "So these are the ships that went through the relay before us, some of them look ancient."

"Some of them look Prothean." Korsair mumbled. The lieutenant caught on to what he said but did not answer, wary eyes gazing around for any sign of trouble.

The Colonel then saw a glint in the distance among the broken ship parts and asteroid particles. Small fightercraft-looking shards were racing towards the Nomandy, a red eye on the center firing a concentrated red beam!

"We've got company Mr. Moreau!" Korsair announced, turning to Joker.

"I see them, get ready! I'm heading for the debris field to lose 'em!" And head into the debris field he did, Joker pulled off amazing stunts from the Normandy like a stuntman would do on a hijacked commercial flight. The Collector fighters swarmed in, each minute of evasion adding two fighters to the roster, making the pilot sweat a little as he simultanesously avoided crashing head on into the massive spaceship metal shards and the beams slicing through space like a needle through water.

The beams made contact, jarring everyone inside as the hull groaned from impact. Miranda looked up at the ceiling and back at the Commander, "Hope the new plating holds."

"It will." Shepard assured her.

Joker took this to mind as an advantage, weaving in on the fast closing debris to avoid getting squished, making the perfect evasion plan that sent the Oculus fighters crashing into the reinforced junk heap. But as they made clear from the wredk, an Oculus managed to breach the hull beneath them and made a massive tear in the bulkheads!

An alarm blared on the pilot's console, "It's in the Cargo Hold!"

Shepard put on his helmet, having suited up prior to the mission, "We'll handle it, just focus on getting us to the base." He patted Joker's shoulder and headed for the elevator.

"Coming, Korsair?" He asked the psion.

"You kidding? I'm right behind you." He followed Miranda and the Commander down to Deck 5. Upon arrival, Korsair winced as he saw his new favorite place to hang out in disarray. Loose wires threw sparks as they came off their hinges, the holes on either side made a dangerous gap for the enormous Oculus to go through. An easy height three times as tall as a man, the metallic orb hovered a good ten feet in the air before launching a concentrated beam on the squad.

Miranda and Shepard insinctively ducked and dashed to cover, while Korsair simply hunched over to gather his stregth. Focusing on the psionic pool for more power, the Colonel formed a thick barrier that held amazingly strong against the Oculus' attack! Miranda, being a biotic adept, could only look on in wonder as the psion stood his ground.

Shaking herself out of it, the Cerberus agent sprang out and threw a biotic lance that shattered the Oculus' red eye. The Collector figher spun around, seemingly in pain, whirring in anguish. The Commander grabbed a grenade launcher dropped from a shattered gun cabinet and emptied all fifteen canisters into the alien abomination.

_PCHHNK! PCHHNK! BRROOOOMMMM!_

The Oculus met its maker in a thunderous display of fire, the core imploding from the grenades and sending the shrapnels stabbing in all directions!

Korsair reinforced Shepard and Miranda's shields in time with his psionics, the metal bits clattering harmlessly against the barrier and onto the floor. The Commander nodded gratefully, "Thanks, I owe you one."

"Don't mention it." He shook his ghost helmed head.

"Let's head back up on the bridge, see what's up with the Collectors." Miranda suggested. The Commander nodded in agreement and trotted alongside her. Joker had managed to avoid any more Oculuses and was now heading straight for the Collector Base.

"Um, Commander? The base is in sight, and it looks like they're sending an old friend to greet us." Joker's voice sounded a little bit fearful and a little bit concerned. Korsair and the others got on the bridge just in time to see a massive ship pulling out of the megastructure.

"Shit." Korsair muttered, "Collector ships put ADVENT ships to shame with that size."

"This one was designed for abductions, of course they'd make it big." Miranda explained.

There was an audible whir as the Collector ship primed its main gun. And by main gun, meaning the biggest one there is.

"Taking evasive manuevers!" Joker warned as he pulled the ship into a big loop. The Collector cannon fired a yellow particle beam that sped across the blackness with lightning speed, the Normandy barely escaped the blast in a nick of time. The beam continued on until it vanished for the ship to prime it again.

"Time to show them our new teeth." Shepard looked at Joker, "Fire the Main Gun!" The pilot obliged, slamming a fist onto the console which opened up the twin Thanix Cannons on the Normandy's underside. There was that resonating whir that gradually turned into a high-pitch scream as the blueish twin streaks slammed into the Collector ship with such force that the starboard side of that hornethive-looking ship came apart instantly!

"How'd you like that, you sons of bitches?!" Joker shouted ecstatically, obviously frustrated over being the victim for so long. The Thanix beam cut through just nicely, making the Colonel's eyes gleam with sadistic glee.

"Alright, finish them off!" Shepard nodded. Joker slammed his fist at the commands again and the Thanix cannons fired another blue stream at the scuttled spacecraft. There was a glorious display of its destruction, the core emiting wave after wave of energy before finally collapsing on itself.

"Look out!" Miranda warned, but it was too late. The shockwave knocked the Normandy aside as the wind would blow a leaf away. Warning signals blared all across the cockpit as Joker tapped and swiped furiously at the console, "All systems down! EDI, give me something!"

Korsair looked up just in time to see the massive Collector base loom before them, "I think we should tell the crew to brace for impact, don't you think so?" He looked at the Commander.

"All hands, brace for impact!"

The Normandy's left wing caught on fire as it impacted against a metal spike protruding from the base's outer wall, the blow sending the Normandy on an awkward angle as it descended a little faster than planned. There was a loud and ear-splitting screech as the hull scraped over the surface. The friction, thankfully, acted as a natural brake that kept the ship from going over a ledge that led to a spot where they would've never gotten out of.

"Everyone alright?" Shepard asked, mainly referring to Miranda.

Joker groaned, rubbing his aching sides. "I think I broke a rib. Arghh, maybe all of them."

"Well, here we are. We all knew it'll be a one way trip anyway, so let's make it count." Miranda stated pessimistically.

"I came here to stop the Collectors, but I plan on living to tell about it." Shepard answered with his incurable optimism.

"Hmph, I'm glad you're in charge." Joker mumbled.

"EDI, how long till the Collectors discover our location?" The Commander asked. EDI took a minute to scan the area, "No alarms of any kind have been triggered. I'm guessing that the Collectors never assumed anyone would enter the Omega Relay and survive."

"How long till the Normandy's operational?"

"Won't be long, Commander." Jokaer joined in, "EDI and I will just make the necessary repairs and we won't be that far behind you, you'll have just about enough time to get in and get out. We'll be waiting."

"Good. Miranda, assemble everyone in the Briefing Room. It's time we came up with a plan to get inside."


	3. Chapter 3: Dust to Dust

"It's not a fortress, there's got to be a way in!"

Korsair looked over at the assembled team. As Shepard and Miranda debated on the options on how to breach the Collectors' defenses, the Colonel was studying each and every one of the team to gauge their strengths and weaknesses. He smiled at the assessment, knowing that the Commander had picked well. Each member had abilities that covered the shortcomings of the others while they too covered his, an effective team indeed.

"No good, see those doors? They'll block access to the core."

Turning his attention to the holographic image of the base's schematics, Korsair noted the network of thermal emission pipes that ran along in an intricate pattern along the barrel cactus-like megastructure. "What about the vents?" The Commander suggested. "If we could get someone to open the panels to let them through, I think a single person could get through in time to hack those doors open."

"Practically a suicide mission, I volunteer!" Jacob stated proudly.

Miranda shook her head, "We appreciate your conviction, Jacob, but you're not fast enough to get those doors to open. We need someone, a tech expert, to do the job." She turned to Shepard to give him a it's-your-call look.

Everyone's eyes were on Shepard as he scanned the room for the best choice. He looked at the quarian, "Tali, you're on."

"You can count on me, Shepard." She beamed.

"I'll lead the second fire team to cover you." Miranda offered.

"Not so fast, cheerleader!" A heavily tattoed woman with a shaved head hotly protested. This was Jack, as Korsair found out earlier, the most powerful human biotic ever. According to her dossier, Jack was as brutal in a fight as her mouth was. True enough, when Korsair jostled her on the way to the elevator, the biotic added some obscenities to his vocabulary. This, coupled with the fact that she was clinically insane, made Korsair feel a lot more at home, having similar companions in his days at XCOM.

"This isn't a popularity contest, Jack!" Miranda argued, "We need someone with an affinity for command to lead the fire team." She then looked back at the Commander, "Shepard, ultimately it's your call. Who do you want to send in?"

Shepard's gaze fell on Korsair, much to his dismay. He had no intention whatsoever to be involved in a key event such as this, since common sense dictates that polluting the timestream could cause irreversable and drastic consequences.

"Don't look at me, Commander, I'm just a spectator here." He said with a casual shrug.

The Commander then looked at Garrus, much to Korsair's relief. "Garrus, think you can handle it?" The turian smiled and nodded, "Alright, team, we've all got our assignments. Speeches aside, we all know what's at stake here, no mistakes. Clear?"

"Let's move." Korsair said, moving to pick up Deadlock away from the scanning eye of the Geth known as Legion. The AI platform glanced at him curiously as he walked out th door and into the elevator.

Once outside, the psion reattached the Hades mask and put up the hood. Korsair was grouped with Garrus' fire team, their purpose mainly to provide cover and to get most of the enemy's attention. The turian ex-CSec jumped down from the ledge of a torn off bulkhead from the crash and landed with a grunt beside the Colonel. "Can't wait to see Deadlock in action." Garrus smiled.

"You'll see plenty." Korsair promised, smiling underneath his mask. His good eye actually catching sight of a certain curvaceous Tali'Zorah climbing over to the shaft. He looked away modestly to avoid watching her raised posterior as she bent to lift herself over. And I've seen plenty, Korsair thought to himself.

The Commander tapped him on the shoulder, "Hey, you be careful out there."

"You too, Shepard." He answered, jogging after his team. Grunt and Jack had been assigned on his squad, bolstering up their closed distance combat efficiency. The Geth sniper, Legion, added up to their long range efficiency.

The assassin Thane, the asari Justicar, and the salarian STG doctor Mordin were on the heels of the Commander's team. An enigmatic infiltrator named Kasumi, whom Korsair hadn't the opportunity to converse with due to her eccentrically shy personality, disappeared into a cloaking phase with a giggle.

Korsair heard the old veteran's voice mutter sweet nothings at Jessie as he primed the weapon in battle readiness. "You must really love that gun, Zaeed." Garrus commented, the merc commando just shrugged and planted his feet firmly as the huge doors opened to reveal twelve Collector drones zoning in on them!

"Light em' out!" Garrus yelled, his words drowned out by the combined roar of the fire team's guns. That roar overshadowed by the unsuppressed boom of the mini cannon/ sniper rifle of the Colonel.

Who the fuck needs a suppressor anyway?, Korsair asked himself as he drew back the chamber to expel an empty titan round canister. _BOOM! _the next round blew a drone's head clean off, the titan bullet not even stopping as it took out two more Collectors. The aliens chirped and chittered as the fire team showed how much of a threat they were compared to the other squad. Jack screamed furiously as she brought up an enormous biotic shockwave, she sent it washing in a wide arc to the enemy in front of them. The force of the blow blasted open chitin and carapace, shattering even the Prothean made structures sticking out of the dirt.

Grunt was laughing joyfully as he blasted drone after drone, making a beautiful mess of things and painting the walls with thick green Collector blood. Zaeed reveled in the long awaited chatter of his beloved rifle. Korsair remained as serious as ever, keeping the goal in mind without pausing to take part in the 'revels'.

"Sounds like you guys are having fun out there!" Shepard yelled over the comm, the chatter of his own rifle causing a static noise to rise every now and then.

"Nothing beats a surprise attack, Shepard!" Garrus answered, taking off a drone's arm with his own powerful Mantis rifle. The one shot-one kill principle still applied in this turian's rulebook. Korsair nodded in agreement and braced himself at the nasty kickback of Deadlock. "Whoo-hoo! Feels like heaven!" The turian screamed.

"Shepard, I'm at the first panel, I need someone to switch it off!" Tali announced, "And Keelah, this place is hot! Feels like I'm melting!"

"**Assuming direct control!" **With his eyes widening at the recognition of the hated voice, the Commander ducked just in time as a yellow biotic missile slammed into the glass pane above him. He took cover at a nearby stasis capsule and peeked out at a familiar and very vilified figure. A simple drone turned to a walking biotic generator, none other than Harbinger's consciousness manifested in a Collector drone! The monster was the only thing standing between Shepard and the first control panel, the rest of the Collector drones were a long way off.

Just as the possessed drone lifted its arm to fire another biotic pulse, there was a snap in the distance. A hole, that easily summed up the whole domed head where it used to be, appeared the next split second. The headless corpse hovered up in the air for a while before it dissapated in a cloud of ash as the Reaper's consciousness faded.

"Thanks Korsair." Shepard spoke into the comm.

Pulling on the stiff locking mechanism to eject the spent casing, Korsair called back, "Don't mention it."

The Commander rushed out of cover to pepper the oncoming horde with his Lancer, his free hand came out and slapped the activation panel to send Tali on her way. The quarian jogged down the increasingly heating tube, eager to get this over with and join the fight outside.

"Garrus, watch your six!" Korsair swiveled the huge rifle around to send a round through a Reaper husk's dried up torso. The abomination's cadaver was knocked off its feet and out of the game. The turian nodded in thanks, returning to cover both Shepard's team on the other side of the chasm and the second fire team he was leading.

One panel down, three to go.

Jack and Grunt performed a charge at the enemy's enclosing ranks, the biotic wrapping the supersoldier in a blanket of blue energy as he rushed forth. The impact was so strong that it broke down the supports holding up the platform and nearly took down the krogan as it plummeted down the hole leading to the base's undiscernable bottom. The Collector drones that were left had taken to the air to retreat and regroup.

"That won't last, let's push on!" Garrus yelled. The team rallied to him and made for the rendezvouz point. Shepard and the others were taking heavy fire on their side, and it was thanks to the three snipers that they were able to get to the next panel. "I thought we were supposed to be the diversion!?" Korsair called out.

"It is apparent that it was not so." Legion's electronic monotone voice answered.

Two down, two to go.

A large pillar came down, nearly crushing the Colonel as he paused to reload Deadlock. Jack threw a biotic pulse that knocked him back and saved his life. "Move quicker, miss Daisy!" The convict scolded, emptying an entire clip into the howling mob of husks that started to climb out of their holes.

Korsair swung Deadlock back, bringing out his secondary weapon. A more advanced variation of the Carnifex Suppressor Mk. III, the Red Peril made a distinct high-pitch snap whenever firing. Though there is no doubt that such a weapon could be so devastating for a handgun. Upper extremeties were severed from their lowed counterparts, black bile spewing out in torrents, making the road to the goal a little slippery. Entrails decorated the halls as they were moving closer and closer to the blastdoors.

"Shepard, I've made it to the next one! I need someone to activate the panel! And please hurry, I'm starting to get cooked up in here!"

Korsair took position at a ledge where he could cover the Commander. Garrus and Legion did the same and focuse on the ones that could get behind Shepard while his back was turned. The panel was slapped, and the quarian scrambled for the final gate to open the other corresponding door.

"Miranda, head down!" Korsair warned, taking the shot as soon as the Cerberus operative obeyed. It was a Reaper Scion that took to the field, it was by luck that the brute was brought down with a single shot. Korsair released the casing and took down another husk creeping out of its tunnel.

"Things are getting serious out here!" Miranda commented while covering Shepard. The Commander dove forward just in time for the massive body of a Praetorian to land where he stood seconds ago! The abomination, its maw consisting of ten or a dozen different heads filled with raw biotic power, reared on its hind legs and gave an ear-splitting shriek.

Garrus and Legion did their best to pin down the creature, but the armor on its back was too strong. Shepard took what little time he had to activate the last panel. Tali jumped out of the vent tube and sprinted towards the door to start hacking.

The Praetorian gave a shrill cry of warning before the maw opened, and a great azure beam knocked the Commander off his feet!

Goddammit, Korsair thought. The Colonel stood from his perch, drawing a great amount of psionic energy from the pool and releasing a powerful Null Lance racing through the air and piercing through the rock-hard hide of the Praetorian. His rage added a little extra push that disintegrated the abomination into a bright red cloud.

There was a groan in the comms, Miranda rushed to her lover's side. "Damn, that hurts." Shepard complained as he rubbed the small crater in his chestplate. "Gotta' love the one who invented shields."

Just then, on Garrus' side, a large contingent of Collector drones were swarming towards the fire team! "Get ready! Here they come!" Zaeed called out, squeezing tight on Jessie's trigger and bearing down on the approaching enemy. Shield flickered and died as shards of metallic enamel ripped through, and cover hardly made a difference as the swarm came with the strength of a raging flood!

"Anytime now, Miss Zorah!" Korsair yelled over the comm, tossing a frag grenade to slow the gushing torrent. More Collectors were reduced to twitching sacks of meat, more blood spattering the Colonel's armor.

"Just a little bit more, hold on!"

"**Assuming direct control!" **Another biotic bolt slammed into Korsair's shoulder, throwing him off balance and dropping him onto the ground. "Son of a bitch!" The Red Peril chugged off several shots that tore open the possessed Collector's chest and abdomen.

The doors finally opened, Shepard and the others laid down some cover fire while the second fire team staggered inside. The psion fired back a few times as the quarian fiddled around with the controls, the swarms still closing in.

"Keelah, door's stuck!" She screamed in alarm. Shepard then said, "Turn up the heat, don't let them get past!" Everyone's weapon was trained at the open door, the room was illuminated by the flashes of gunfire, and the opposite side was turned into a charnel house.

Frustrated, Tali sprang up and attempted to force the door to shut. She didn't see another Collector drone, possessed by Harbinger's consciousness, throw a biotic bolt through the gap in the doors.

But Korsair did.

With one quick dive forward, the Colonel soaked up the biotic strike's impact, along with the shredding volleys from the Collectors' assault rifles. But the strain proved too much for his psionic barriers, having spawned two at a time. With a crash, the shield around his armor cracked. His body jerked this way and that as he struggled to maintain the shield around the quarian long enough for the stubborn doors to shut, and then he fell.

….

_**Korsair's POV**_

Damn. Why did it hurt to breathe?

My mind felt fuzzy, must've been botched up pretty bad. Could barely hear the Commander's voice as he checked me over. There's a white noise in the background, drowning everything out.

I surmounted the pain and shoved it aside as I struggled to sit up. Could feel the enamel sticking out of my skin from the multiple breaches in my suit, like I was wrapped up in razor wire and it cuts into me everytime I move.

"Fuck. That hurt." I said as I rubbed my neck.

"You okay?" The Commander's voice sounded like an echo.

I shook my head, "I'll live, but I think I've got some of those spikes drilled into me. We can pry them out later."

Mordin, the STG specialist, came forward with some medi-gel on hand. I pushed it away, ignoring the ache of my head as I shook it again. "Medi-gel gives me rashes."

Miranda, eager to resume the mission, announced. "We've gotten through the doors, looks like we're no worse for wear."

Shepard looked over the crew, "How much further?"

The Collector schematics on the Omni-Tool display came up, "The stasis chamber's a few hundred yards through that door." Miranda answered. "Just another leg of the race, it looks like." Zaeed commented. I perked up my ears against the exit, hearing a loud buzzing sound that could only come from Collector seekers. "Yeah, and it sounds like bug season too. That can't be good."

"He's right, seeker swarms this vast can't be held out long enough by Mordin's countermeasures." Shepard stroked his chin, "Unless."

"Wait, yes!" His face brightened up at the idea, "What if we used a biotic field to keep them off us long enough for us to get into the chamber? Would it work?"

Attaboy dad .Best idea so far, I didn't see anyone else brainstorming.

"Looks like we'll need a biotic expert on this one, anyone up for the task?"

Jack coughed, Samara stood up straight, I leaned against the wall to catch my breath. "Any biotic could do it, decision's up to you, Commander." Miranda nodded.

Again, I could feel the Commander's eye on me. I could tell he was curious enough to test my prowess while possible. "Sorry, Commander. I'm not at my best right now, biotics will do better than psionics at this point."

He looked at Samara, "Justicar, can you handle it?"

"I'll do my best." She nodded respectfully.

"Now we'll just have to figure out who'll lead the next diversion team. Collectors are probably swarming outside by now."

I looked at the door behind us, hearing the chirp and chitter of the insectoids. "They're practically lining up now." I rasped, struggling to speed up my gene mods' regen abilities.

"Miranda, keep them off us. And please, watch your back out there." Shepard decided. I was amazed, half-thinking that the Commander would sideline the lieutenant in an attempt to protect her.

"Will do, Shepard." She nodded, ejecting a spent thermal clip. At this moment, I felt my strength return, enough to help my arms hold up Deadlock. The team split into two groups, each would take a separate route that would rendezvouz at the apex leading into the Central Chamber, where our lost crew would be held and our final goal would be located.

"Need a hand with that?" Garrus asked me as I shouldered the massive rifle.

"She's a fat-ass, I sincerely doubt you'll be able to lift her. No offense."

"Aww, too bad." The turian shrugged, jogging behind the lieutenant. The doors opened with a loud groan, and just as I predicted, Collectors were lined up along the aisles. The green shards screamed through the air as we took cover behind rock formations and Prothean tech sticking out of the walls.

"Mow 'em all down!" Miranda yelled over the comm, her Kassa Locust chattering wildly, accompanied by Grunt's booming shotgun. Legion staggered back as a husk managed to flank him and swipe at his mono-eyed head. The geth sniper recovered quickly, slamming the butt of his Widow rifle and popping the Reaper's head clean off .

Damn, I thought, wonders of quarian technology.

Deadlock kicked at my shoulder, pain lancing through my chest as the wound reopened. I ignored the bite, shouldering the stock and covering the team as we moved onwards. The seeker-infested path that the Commander took looked a lot more perilious than ours. Samara was holding her hands up, a biotic field in place to ward off the nasty little buggers.

I swiveled my rifle towards their end, aiming for another Collector that was being 'assumed' by Harbinger. The stock punched into my bleeding shoulder as the titan round tore through the unwitting minion's head.

"Thanks Garrus!" Shepard said.

"Wasn't me!" The turian answered, bringing up his Mattock single-shot rifle when the drones proved a little too close for comfort. I slammed my fist on the ground, sending a psionic pulse through the earth and shattering the thick walls the enemy was entrenched in. The buggers chittered in fear as the broken down amalgamation of Reaper and Prothean tech crushed them beneath their heavy slabs.

"Holy shit!" Jack exclaime in amazement. "You've got to teach me that!"

"Master the 10% of your brain first and you've got a deal!" I called back, pulling the pin off of my plasma grenade and lobbing it as far as possible. "Fire in the hole!" I warned, knowing the devastation of what one plasma grenade can do. "Get back!"

There was a flash of green as it detonated near a husk nest, breaking apart the nest entrance and sending body parts flying. The resulting fallout burned like acid, eating away at the shambling corpses as they broke into a drunken run. Legs fell off as the plasma did its work, half-chewed husks proved easy to kill, and the team obliged with a thunderous hail.

"Plasma in grenades?" Miranda stared at me, "Cerberus needs people like you!"

Galaxy first, humanity second. I frowned at the familiar voice in my head, shaking it off and ignoring the lieutenant's remark. "Way's clear, LT!"

"Alright, move out!" Miranda carefully stepped over the remaining searing plasma and trotted down the ramp leading to the rendezvouz point. I could see the Commander on the other side of the chasm that separated our teams, the swarms chased after them with unrelenting speed. The Justicar was stumbling now, obviously exhausted for the prolonged strain of using her biotics. I sincerely hoped that her being a Matriarch would greatly aid her efforts to maintain that field.

I did what I could on my end, picking off the pursuing Collector drones closest to the other team. Zaeed had my back, thankfully, and was sending Jessie's deadly payload against a trio of Scions.

Suddenly, I heard another screech. "Fuck, it's another Praetorian!"

The beast stood defiantly between us and the entrance, a threat we should all take seriously. "Concentrate fire! Garrus, cover me!" Miranda ordered, dashing in and out of cover to avoid the deadly biotic beam.

The turian took down other husks that were closing in on the Cerberus operative as she neared the Reaper. I looked down at my ordnance packet, seeing the last plasma grenade from my jump from the timestream. It'll be hard to replace, given the materials and technology I considered outdated. I shoved those thoughts aside and got ready to toss it to the lieutenant.

"LT!" I yelled, lobbing the bomb after her. "Catch!"

She twisted in mid-air just as she leaped over an obstacle, a manuever only a genetically enhanced woman can do, and caught the grenade in that one graceful spin. Landing on her feet a few meters away from the Praetorian, which had turned to prime its abominable cannon at her, Miranda pulled on the pin and tossed it at its feet.

I drew out the Red Peril and took careful aim before firing at the monster's left eye, attempting to buy the LT enough time to get clear. It worked, and the grenade detonated below the Reaper, showering it with green goo There was another ear-splitting shriek, much like a dying banshee, and the Praetorian staggered back as the plasma ate away at its body. I watched with grim satisfaction as everything, save for the shell adorned by the head, was melted away. "Good riddance."

"Nice one, Korsair." The ice queen congratulated. Things like that were rare, so I acknowledged it with a grateful nod.

We continued on, drawing a majority of the Collectors' fire as we neared the Central Chamber. The Commander was making good progress too, his team jumping over ramps and fallen Prothean shards. Samara was struggling to hold on as much as possible, breaking into a swift hunched-over run.

"Legion, Garrus! Let's lay down some cover fire while the Commander gets here!" I beckoned as Miranda and the others waited on the closed door on our side. The other marksmen came to my position and zoned in on the insectoids. Deadlock, Mantis, and the Widow made quite a caucophany as we picked off drone after drone. It took a while, but the Commander's team managed to get through, sealing the doors as they did so.

I signaled the two to relocate, knowing that there'll be another desperate standoff while we seal our side of the doors. "Let's move, boys!"

Suddenly, I was hit in the middle of my back with something sharp. I grunted as the blow forcd me to my knees. Jacob yelled something that sounded like 'it's one of those spike freaks!' or other.

I made a strong kick to the rear, my boot connecting with something soft. The blow threw a new variant of the Reaper army back against the floor. I had a moment ot study its features to analyze the best course of action before coming to a decision. The Reaper had a body and head of a female human, the features shrunken by the deprivation of nutients and other organic necessities. It had feet like a vorcha, except it was also altered to give a better grip on the floor. But the strangest and perhaps the most chilling detail was the alteration of the arms. The thing sported scythe-like limbs that acted as its weapons as well as spare feet. The Reaper towered a good head above me, which by human standards would be considered menacingly tall!

It snarled, the twisted mouth dripping with saliva. What monstrosities the Reapers could conjure, I highly doubt this would be the last.

I heard Zaeed curse as he brought up Jessie and attempted to keep the thing off of me, but to no avail. The Reaper's lithe form gave it enough speed to dodge the bullets and charge straight at me!

I launched myself head on, something few people would do, and went crashing into the thing with a shoulder-tackle. My hand, armed with an Omni-Tool interfacing weapon called the Skulljack, spawned the digital substanced blade and drove it through the thing's chest. My enhanced arm held up the violently twitching, and still living, Reaper. I winced as its scythes stuck through my shoulders in a last moment of defiance before the Skulljack did its work and the Reaper perished.

Then I heard similar screeched coming from the hall, and fifteen or so of the same Reaper variant came sprinting like a pack of wolves at me. "Shit." I thought, my feet slowed by my wounds as I attempted to get to the door. The team's fire storm couldn't slow them down, I knew it. Garrus and Tali emerged from cover to help me inside.

What was worse was that the doors were moving so agonizingly slow, maybe worse than my attempts to move.

I knew someone had to hold those fuckers back, so I unholstered Deadlock and thrusted it promptly into Garrus' arms. He looked at me in surprise as I threw both of them back inside with a wave of my arm. I pointed a finger at Miranda, "Finish the job, Ms. Lawson."

I didn't wait to hear her answer, digging the Skulljack at a Scythe's brain as it lunged at me. I staggered a bit with its weight and tossed it aside. My psionic pool was at its highest extent, so my confidence held. The Scythes screamed in fury as they circled me warily, seeing as how much of a threat I was through Harbinger's eyes.

I heard Shepard call my name just as the doors slid shut. "What the hell are you doing!?"

"Someone had to do it." I confessed, firing Red Peril. They all closed in at once, a perfect opportunity for a Nova Slam, the psionic ring threw them all back. I pressed on, drawing them away from the door.

"I'll be fine, Commander." I assured him, half-assured myself that I would live through this. "Concentrate on saving the crew, they're more important at the moment. Besides, I think I'm rather enjoying myself!" I laughed heartily as I swung the Skulljack in a downwards arc.

"You're insane."

"I learned from the best, father."

…..

_**Commander Shepard's POV**_

I didn't like it, not one bit. "Just get your ass safely through the mission, alright?"

"What did he mean by father?" I heard Jacob mutter. I signaled the team to move out, entering the large storage chamber lined up with thousands, if not millions, of stasis pods.

At this moment, I was filled with dread over the thought of the billions of human colonists abducted over the years. I found myself asking, "Are they even still alive?" Grunt, who was examining a nearby pod, exclaimed. "I found the crew, Shepard! And it looks like the colonists from Horizon are here too."

Sure enough, they were all there. Lined up like bread in a baking factory, the pods were stacked together while connected to huge metallic feeding tubes. What purpose do those tubes serve?

Suddenly, as if to confirm my thoughts, a scream emanated from one of the colonists! Several more screams jarred everyone to action, the colonists were drenched in some sort of black liquid that seemed to melt into their skin, and then eat away at their flesh and bones! I slammed the butt of my rifle as hard as I could, breaking through one pod, only to find a liquified skeleton dropping to my feet, what little remained of the colonist woman in the pod.

Frantically, I ordered the others to break the untouched pods holding the crew open. Grunt made an impressive pull that tore open a stasis chamber holding Dr. Chakwas, and even if it took the others more effort on their part, the crew was saved.

As Mordin checked on them for injuries, Dr. Chakwas looked up at me with tears in her eyes. "Shepard, you came for us!"

"No one gets left behind." I answered, helping her up to her feet. The ship's yeoman, Kelly Chambers shivered uncontollably, obviously traumatized by the ordeal. "You arrived just in time. A couple of minutes more and…I-I don't even want to think about it."

"What's going on here?" I asked the doctor.

She looked up at the feeding tubes leading away from the pods and travelling up to the ceiling above and out into the network of even bigger pipes heading into the Central Chamber. "Those colonists…those swarms of little robots liquified them and fed them up to those tubes…If you hadn't come, we might've joined them as well."

"Commander, you got them all in one piece?" The static-filled voice over the comm asked. "Don't answer that, of course you did."

I heard Korsair grunt, hit by a certain strong and wickedly sharp claw. I was very concerned on his part, call it a father's instinct if you will. "Colonel, do you need backup? I can send someone over!"

"Negative! Gaaakh! Son of a bitch!" Three loud cracks echoed through the comms, "I can hold my own here, buy you some time!"

I had to smile at Korsair's stubborn attitude, I turned the frequency to contact the Normandy. "Joker, how're we looking?"

"The Normandy's up and running again, Commander! I can send in an extraction team to get the doc and the crew back up here safely, but I can do it only this one time. Now's a good chance as any with your boy taking on an entire Reaper battalion!"

"Shepard, we're in no shape to travel alone. We won't make it." Chakwas said, referring to the sill-recovering crew.

"We can't go back now, Shepard, not when we're this close!" Miranda pointed out.

"Easy now, I'll send someone to escort you." I decided, looking at Grunt. "Go with them, big guy."

The krogan supersoldier grinned and tapped on his Omni-Tool, "Joker, send me the coordinates, we're on our way."

"Definitely the best time, Commander!" My son reported amidst the gunfire and occasional outbursts of static from his psionics, "Herd's thinning out as we speak! Going to take a while before the trickle turns into a full-blown waterfall!"

The doors opened, giving me and Miranda a good view of the carnage Korsair left in his wake. Bodies littered the ground from the threshold to the small mound he was standing on a good fifty yards away. The blue Omni-Blade in his hand was slashing and slicing through easily, severing limbs and hacking away at Reaper Scythes. He was laughing with a crazed look in his eye as blood spattered all across his chestplate. I had to admit, in a mild sadistic-morbid way, that it was a masterpiece.

"Beautiful." I heard Jack say in awe. No surprise there.

"Whoa, is that guy really your kid, Shep?" Kasumi asked, I just nodded at Grunt to lead the crew to safety. The krogan gave a warcry and barreled through a group of Collectors that landed on the platform in their path.

I took my place in front of the team, "Alright, people, this is it. The final leg of the race, I'll need a team to accompany me to the Central Chamber to overload the core, while the rest of you hold back the drones long enough for us to get in and get out. Though, thanks in no small part to the Colonel, I think your job will be fairly easy now."

There were smiling nods as a large explosion in the distance, most likely done by Korsair, erupted.

"Volunteers?" Everyone's hand was raised, making me smile at their dedication. But I knew who'd best accompany me on the climax of this story. "Miranda, Jack, Jacob? On me."

The three took to my side immediately, I nodded to Miranda and then turned to address the others. "Stand fast and survive, crew. There'll be more to this war than any single one of us can handle, and I'll need every single one of you to see it through till the end. We clear?"

Everyone looked up at me with renewed vigor and took their positions as the hover-platform broke off the ledge and floated down the path leading to the final phase of the mission. Miranda had double-checked her ordnance packets to see if she had enough ammunition for the next battle. Jack and Jacob prepped their biotics for the big guns the Collectors will undoubtedly throw at us.

"EDI, what can you tell me? Where're the tubes feeding into?"

"Analyzing."

"Commander, got a minute?" Korsair spoke through the comms.

"Go ahead, Colonel."

"According to the base's schematics, I found a path leading to the central command center. If my guess is accurate, that's where I'll find the Collector General." He paused, "Harbinger is directly interfaced with the General's mind, I can upload myself via the Skulljack and plant a virus that's going to eat away at Harbinger's base consciousness and kill him from the inside."

Miranda and I looked at each other, jaws dropped. "Are you insane?"

"A little maybe."

"You're talking about interfacing with the Reaper Collective, Korsair! Do you understand what that means!?" I yelled, feeling awkward that I started to really sound like a father.

"If it means killing one of the Reapers' finest, it's definitely worth a shot, Commander."

"And if they indoctrinate you? What then? Do you honestly think I can live with killing my own son?"

"I will be giving humanity a better chance of surviving the Reaper onslaught. Remember, my reason being here is to prepare the galaxy for the ADVENT. And besides, if does come down to it." Another pause, "I won't blame you for killing me."

"That doesn't make me feel at all better about this."

"I know, but I assure you that I'll be fine. No one in this timeline's faced a psion, not even the Reapers."

I wrestled with the decision, growing more tense by the minute as the platform neared our destination, which meant I'd have to decide quickly and get my head in the game. "Damn it, Korsair!"

I heard him chuckle, making me wish I didn't say it out loud.

"Alright, give 'em hell, boy." I said, reluctantly.

"I always do." He answered.

I switched to EDI, "Well?"

"It appears that the tubes are feeding into some sort of superstructure." Then her voice went cold with realization, "Shepard. If my readings are accurate, the superstructure-

"My god." Miranda breathed.

"Holy shit." Jack swore, while Jacob remained silent.

"-is a Reaper."

"Not just any Reaper." I shook my head in disbelief at what I saw, a mass of tendrils holding up a half-finished skeleton. The massive and oddly-humanlike variation of the Collectors' handiwork made my blood boil at the sight. "A Human-Reaper!"

Two pairs of glass-like injection ports on either side of the Reaper were introducing the innumerable processed human beings into the superstructure, which indicated that this was how they built the Reapers. How many civilizations were processed in the same way to sum up the Reaper armada, I hadn't a clue, but it sure as hell made me angry enough to want to wipe them clean off the face of the universe.

"Any idea how to take this thing down?" I asked the AI as our platform made contact with the ledge just below the abomination. The lifeless eyes stared straight at me and I could feel that chill creep up my spine. The core was just before us, but I had the distinct impression that the Reaper wasn't as lifeless as it was.

"Maybe you can use the CAIN on it, that is, if you brought one." Came the breathless voice of Korsair, sounding as if he was climbing over something.

"Too big for conventional weapons." I denied, "EDI, any ideas?"

It took a minute for EDI to analyze the situation. "The injection tubes act as a suspension support. Destroying them could cause destabilization and the Reaper to fall. I suggest haste, Commander, intel shows Collector forces advancing on your location!"

"She's right, here they come!" Jacob announced, getting to cover as the Collectors unleashed their metallic hail on us. Remembering the rocket launcher still strapped to my back, I unholstered it and sent the rockets screaming into the sky, bringing down the hover-platforms the Collectors were boarding on. Several of them managed to take to the sky with their bu-like wings and flit about to get a better vantage point. But Miranda cut them down with her enhanced perception and accurately placed a stream of bullets in each one of them.

I glanced at the monitor on the launcher, satisfied in seeing there was enough for the four injection tubes. Jack covered me with her biotics as I sprang out of cover to get a better position, sending all four rockets streaming towards the tubes with lightning speed. The explosion, much to my disappointment, was just strong enough to cause a crack to form on them.

"Jacob, take the tubes down! On 3!" I counted down and we both squeezed the triggers on our rifles. There was a loud crash as the tubes burst, the weakened supports snapping to and releasing its heavy cargo with a loud groan. The Reaper flung about limply and simply fell to the chasm below.

"Well." Miranda said, clutching at the tear in her left arm, "That was easy."

"Keep an eye out, guys. Something tells me this isn't over yet."

…

_**Korsair's POV**_

I dove down just as a husk, red energy pulsating from its veins similar to the Omega Relay, made suicide-bomber attempt to kill me. The explosion made my barriers flicker, but didn't break it apart.

"That's right, stay frosty. That Reaper's not down yet!" I warned, slicing the Skulljack through a Scythe that managed to creep up behind me. I forced my aching feet to move, focusing my psionic energy to aid my regen mods so I'd be less weary when reaching my goal, which was a few stairflights up.

"Commander, good new! The crew's arrived, and not a single casualty!" Joker reported proudly.

"Shepard, that trickle's turning into a downpour! You must hurry!" Thane's droning voice said in alarm. More chitters from incoming Collectors made me break into a run, good old fashioned adrenaline giving me the boost I needed.

"Stand by, I'm prepping the timer to give both of us enough time to make for the exits!" Shepard said.

"Commander, incoming transmission fromt the Illusive Man." EDI announced. I frowned, "The hell does he want now?"

I heard a beep as the lieutenant patched him through. "Shepard." The Illusive Man's charismatic voice beamed, " You did it, all of humanity thanks you."

"I'm not finished yet, this base is seconds from being blown sky high."

"Wait!" Cerberus' leader suggested, "There's a better option. According to EDI's analysis, one timed radioactive emission should just be enough to kill any remaining Collectors but leave the base intact! This is our chance, Shepard! To use the Reapers' weapons against them!"

"I don't know." Miranda said, doubt evident in her voice. "Sounds like using any of these means betrayal."

"If we ignore this opportunity, THAT would be betrayal!"

Shepard didn't even stop to debate this, "They liquified billions of innocent people to lay the foundations of this base." He interrupted the Illusive Man's next reply, "No! This base, this travestic abomination, must be destroyed!" There was an audible click as the priming went on, the device was in play and I had only a few moments to get to the command center and do what I came to do!

Obviously desperate, the tychoon turned to my mother. "Miranda, stop him!"

"Or what? You'd replace me next?" She said coldly.

Attagirl.

"I gave you an order, Miranda!" I could hear the rage in his voice.

"I noticed, consider this as my resignation." There was a series of beeps as Miranda cut off the reciever.

"Shepard, think of what Cerberus-what Humanity has done for you-

The line went dead, and I smirked at the wise decision of my parents. "Good call, Commander." I muttered.

"I know, now hurry up!" He replied, evidently hearing my remark.

I fired a shot through the console on the wall, unlocking the mechanism locking the door and making them swivel open. I stepped inside cautiously, seeing several dais-looking panels that held up the holographic depictions of several top dog Reapers in the collective. And in the center of the room, where a certain Collector General was hunched over, was none other than Harbinger himself!

I trained my gun on the twisted creature, disgusted with its cockroach-like alteration beyond measure. The limbs twitched nervously as it turned its ugly domed head towards me.

"Fuck, you're ugly." I grimaced.

Suddenly, over the comms, a loud whirring mechanized groan echoed! I knew it was the Human Proto-Reaper, and Shepard was still there!

Forcing myself to focus on the immediate task at hand, I spawned the Skulljack and made my way towards the General. Surprisingly, he just stood there, watching me.

"Incoming!" I heard Jacob scream, the sound of some gigantic hand slamming into the metallic platform assaulted my ears. "Take out the eyes! They look like its weak spot!" Miranda yelled. The chatter of gunfire made me feel uneasy as I sank the pointed tip of the Skulljack into the Collector's chin, the blade piercing through the tough chitin shell and coming out the crown of its head.

I felt my mind get sucked out of my body, pulled billions of lightyears away into farthest reaches of space. I could feel myself, a tiny drop in that ocean of voices, become one with the Reaper Collective. And when I say Collective, I mean by an immeasurable and frightening amount of thoughts and information that threatened to drown me. And I was fighting to stay afloat, literally or otherwise!

My will was tested to its limit to resist the howling voices of the Reapers, fighting in that battle on the psychic plane, to which most people would go mad from.

"Miranda, look out!" Shepard's voice sounded so far away, fading and whiting out like dust blown from the wind. I looked about, struggling to keep myself from fading as well. The manifestation of my will turned the churning ocean into a calm sea, and my feet were planted upon the water as if I weighed nothing at all!

"The hell's happening now?" The thoughts of my head surprisingly voicing themselves out when my mouth remained shut.

There was a ripple that shook the calm sea, and a rush of running water indicated the presence of something big. As a shadow loomed over me, I turned around.

Harbinger was a lot bigger than I first surmised. With a body that resemled a robotic squid. The Reaper glared down at me, and I glared back.

"**Shepard. You have become an annoyance." **The booming voice of the oldest and most powerful of the Reapers shook the very fabric of reality down to the core of my soul. I could understand why primitive cultures viewed them as gods. But I knew better, and Reapers are just demons that needed to be sent back to hell.

"You're talking to the wrong guy, Reaper." I mocked, buying time for the virus to do its work.

"**You fight against inevitability, dust struggling against cosmic winds." **Harbinger began his redundant speech, **"This seems like a victory to you, the destruction of the Collectors. Yet your efforts serve to be your undoing. Your species has caught the attention of those infinitely your greater."**

"Yeah, and you've caught the attention of mine." I said, resisting the fear creeping into my skull and shoving it back. "You think you're so high and mighty, having all the power to extinguish life in the galaxy every 50,000 years. You think you're making a difference, restoring some sort of balance?"

I leaned forward, "But really? You're just a glorified armada of disillusioned traitors who delight in playing god." I gave a small smile as I felt the virus take its hold subtly and eat away steadily at Harbinger's mind. "And I hate things that play god. Look into my mind one last time, Harbinger, and see what I plan to do to you."

This was a bluff, a foolish dare, but I was blinded by my hubris. Harbinger DID take a look into my mind and when he did, I was shocked beyond words.

Images flashed across my sight as I interfaced with Harbinger, images and an ocean of information that showed none other than my most hated enemy; the ADVENT! I saw rank upon rank of their 'perfect' army boarding arkships, the Ethereals watching the spectacle with great pride. The scene switched from the battles fought on each world they conquered and assimilated to the jump through the time gate. I saw them heading into the Milky Way, a reminiscent picture of how my world was destroyed.

I saw billions of people, all human, being rounded up and sent into processing stations. Exactly as the Reapers would've done. They saw that humans were the ultimate stage of evolution, and they'd stop at nothing to use us for their sole purpose of creating the perfect physical form, enduring and psionically gifted.

Yes, I had a feeling this was how they were going to go, either way. But what disturbed me the most was the vision of seeing the Ethereals communing with the Reapers!

I felt the psionically crafted virus race through the Reaper network, and I also felt Harbinger draw his consciousness away from me in dismay. But as he did so, I felt something else that made me laugh in triumph.

Fear.

"You fear us, Reaper!" I threw my head back, my laughter echoing through the psychic plane. "As everyone else should!" I glared back up at him as his manifestation broke apart bit by bit, like a sandcastle being torn asunder by the wind. "Who's dust now?" I asked as his agonized scream rocked through the psionic dimension. Then I felt my mind snap back into my body, but in the split second that I did so, I felt the virus spread and affect a hundred or so other Reapers in the Collective. This, I took to heart, since such an amazing experience ought to be written down as the beginning of humanity's triumph.

As I rejoiced, I fell down to the floor, releasing the bloody corpse of the Collector General as I did so. The limbs twitched about as it died, to which I answered with a shot from the Red Peril, stilling the alien from further movements.

I lay there for a while, mind extremely spent as my body was exhausted in spite of my enhancements.

"I'm only human." I reminded myself out loud.

….

Meanwhile, Shepard groaned as he sat up. "Gotta move, now."

The platform they had stood on a few minutes ago had spun out of control upon the destruction of the Proto-Reaper, and it had reached its final resting place at the foot of the ledge they had separated from the rest of the team.

Helping Miranda and the others up, Shepard tapped on his communicator. "Joker, we're done here. Prep the Normandy, we're on our way!"

"Roger that, Commander!" Joker replied.

"I'm on my way down." Announced an exhausted voice.

"Korsair, you alright?" Shepard asked in concern.

"Other than the splitting headache of interfacing with a Reaper, I'm fine. We can discuss the details later, if you wish."

The Commander smiled at the answer making a break for the exit alongside his team. He turned to fire on a few straggling Collector drones to cover the team as they manuevered through the maze they came from. He stayed back a few meters to cover the limping Colonel as he joined up with Shepard. A couple of snaps from Garrus' rifle, or rather Korsair's rifle, gave everyone some elbow room to board the Normandy.

But the base had already started crumbling, the core destabilizing and weakening its integrity. The swarms had reappeared, taking on the shuffling Commander as he drew the Colonel's arm over his shoulder to aid his walk. The Red Peril fired a few times, pinning a few to the wall and leaving a small window that was closing fast.

With a sudden burst of energy, the Colonel grasped the Commander by the arm and tossed him inside the open airlock.

He followed after, the doors shutting as Joker sprinted as much as his frail bones could support to the cockpit. His hands eagerly started up the Normandy's FTL drive, annoyed of EDI's countdown till detonation.

"Yeah yeah, we get the dist, EDI! Everyone hang on!" He warned as the ship departed from the collapsing Collector base. Korsair half expected the Reapers to make a last defiant statement, but was relieved to hear nothing. And nothing further impeded the Normandy as it tore through the fabric of space to escape the destruction of the Collector base.

**Helluva chapter! Fingers still smoking from typing so fast XD! Reviews, anyone?**


	4. Chapter 4: Revelry

"To a future where no Collector exists!"

"Hear hear!" _CLINK! _went the shot glasses of whiskey as they collided against each other. Everyone had gathered in the Mess Hall, celebrating the hard won victory over the Collectors. Everyone with the exception of Korsair.

The Commander found him tinkering with his rifle in the Cargo Hold, unmindful of the breach in the hull that would make even the Commander uneasy. But obviously, the son he begat was no ordinary man.

His armor was removed, a black tank top now adorned his muscular frame. The Commander's observant eyes took note of the tattoos that decorated his arms. A single greek Spartan helm that was augmented to look like a glaring skull was on his right forearm, the words _VIGILO CONFIDO _were etched in a circle around it. Another tattoo, one bearing an improved version of the Alliance's standard was on his left arm, overshadowed by a roman gladius sticking into the shield bearing the words _VINDICTAM EGO SUM._

"Not a fan of parties?" Shepard asked, leaning on the workbench as he watched Korsair wipe oil on Deadlock's surface.

"Nope." He replied simply, "Besides, my idea of revelry involves harder drinks."

Shepard paused before proceeding carefully, "Something bothering you, son?"

Korsair stopped tinkering, sighing before turning to the Spectre. "If you must know. Then yes, something's bothering me."

"Take your time then, no pressure."

Korsair looked out the breach in the wall where the Oculus barged in through, his good eye scanning the blackness, seemingly studying each and every one of the stars dotting space. "How many monsters are out there, father? How many of them are lining up behind the Reapers patiently waiting for their turn?" The Commander waited for him to finish, "It's the thought of that which haunts me every single waking moment, it's enough to drive a man mad."

Shepard nodded understandingly, "I have those same moments too, Korsair. Believe me when I say so."

He shook his head, "There's no reason for you to lie to make me feel better, so I can do little else but do so, Commander."

As he moved to pick out a spanner, a piece of metal fell out of the compartment of his armor. The Colonel glanced down as the Commander's hand swooped down to pick it up.

As Shepard began to hand the thing over, he realized it wasn't just a piece of metal, but rather, a dogtag.

_Shepard, Valentina. ARES Protocol._

He looked up in surprise, Korsair merely looked at the tag with sadness in his eye. The Commander handed it over, to which the Colonel held with wistful longing.

"Wife?"

A shake of the head. "Sister."

"I'm sorry, Korsair."

He put the dogtag around his neck, "Don't be." He said as he turned back to his work on Deadlock.

"What was she like, if you don't mind me asking." Shepard inquired gently.

Korsair smiled sadly, "Better sniper than I was, that's for sure."

He turned once more to the Commander, eye glistening with emotion. He tapped Deadlock, "When you eavesdropped on Garrus and me prior to the Omega Relay Mission, you heard me say that I was merely taking the shots for someone? Well, Deadlock was Valentina's rifle." He traced the notches, "The notches was for every Ethereal she killed during our war with ADVENT. Eleven kills, four were made in honor of her."

Korsair's chest heaved as if he were holding the weight of the world on his back. But with a loss like that, Shepard knew from experience that it could amount to just about that.

"Wasn't the first loss, though." The psion said, as if he sensed the Commander's thoughts. "I should feel that none of them were made in vain. But I feel doubt like nothing else I've ever experienced. Was it worth all that? All that sacrifice? What's the point of fighting for a future when everyone else you know and love fades away?"

Shepard's hand found its way to his son's shoulder, "Start talking like that and the enemy wins. Dispair is the Reapers' greatest weapon, don't let them wield it, Korsair."

A tapping sound interrupted them, both father and son looked up to see Miranda motioning Shepard to come up to her. Obviously she had a different form of revelry in mind.

"I think you'd better get up there before she throws a fit." Korsair said.

Shepard looked back at the Colonel and patted his shoulder, "Just think about what I said, alright?"

"I will, now get going, old man." Korsair smiled.

The Commander had no trouble doing so and jogged towards the elevator, leaving the Colonel alone with his thoughts.

After a few minutes of screwing back the stock into place, Korsair finally sighed in frustration. "Fuck it, I'm going to go take a drink." Grabbing the jacket he wore underneath the armor, he suited up quickly and proceeded to the elevator. Punching in the button leading to the 3rd deck, stood back and tapped his foot nervously. Arriving at the Mess Hall, Korsair was dismayed to find so many people crowding the place, a spectacle he never liked to see.

Everyone else had gotten a piece of the cake, baked by a certain Mess Sergeant named Rupert Gardner. According to Kasumi, during the rare opportunity they had a conversation, he had a reputation for having the worst cooking skill in Cerberus. This was due to the lack of ingredients provided by the said organization, given the situation with the Collectors. Fortunately, his reputation would heal, now that the Commander was in charge.

Last he heard about the Illusive Man was that Shepard told him that he was leaving Cerberus behind. I'd give anything to witness the look on that man's face, Korsair thought.

The room turned deathly quiet as the Colonel walked in. He slowed down a bit, wondering what exactly was the reason why everyone was staring at him.

"There he is, the Reaper-Killer!" Garrus raised his glass and everyone else cheered, Korsair just smiled and nodded, shaking congratulative hands with the crew.

The liquor fountain was set up on the kitchen table for anyone to just dip their cup inside. The psion dipped his inside and strolled towards the turian, "I wish you'd stop that."

"Stop what?"

"I hate being in the spotlight, just so you know. And Reaper-Killer? Seriously?"

Garrus shrugged, "Korsair the Destroyer of Harbinger is a good substitute."

"Good god, stop already!" Korsair said, flabbergasted. They both shared a laugh, slapping each other on the back, Korsair's hit a little stronger than expected, and knocking the breath out of the sniper. The conversation proceeded from talking about ships, key events in history, then to the topic about weapons.

"Argus, a hybrid of turian and human weapons design. Fires a three-shot burst and impacts with the force of a twelve kiloton bomb, three times the payload of your standard Vindicator rifle. Okay, come on, your turn."

Kosair cleared his throat, "Prophet Mag-Rifle, utilizes the terrain's magnetic field to propel its bullets at the speed of sound. Very effective against enemies in cover since the bullets can also be guided around obstacles."

"What?! That's cheating!"

Korsair shrugged, "Wonders of modern technology. And guess what, salarians didn't invent it, humans did."

"Okay-okay, me next." The turian thought for a moment, "Graal-Spikethrower, krogan design. Fires a fission capsule holding five to a half dozen ceratine blades, ensures that your target, be it Threshermaw or otherwise, is left an irrecognizable sack of mincemeat."

"Heh, got you there. Supremus Alloy Cannon, lightweight alloys ensure its near-weightlessness in the battlefield. Plasma ejectors on the barrel force titanium shards to mass around into a tight fused ball that shoots like a javelin but disperses on impact. Stopping power combined with long distance accuracy." There was a proud grin on his face.

"And let me guess. Human made?"

"Human made."

"Damn, I should hang around Earth a lot more."

Korsair's smile faded a bit, "Oh I wouldn't do that."

The turian looked at him curiously, "Why not?"

"Well, you'll see." He replied, the cryptic answer leaving Garrus in complete befuddlement. The Colonel wandered around until he came upon a window. Here, he found himself staring at the starry pattern that painted the night sky of every planet he's been on.

For how long he stood there, he had no idea. But just as his wandering mind seemed to get lost for all eternity, there was a soft rap that shook him out of his reverie.

He turned to see Miranda standing at the door, a neutral expression on her face. "You're in my office, Colonel."

"Forgive me, I must've been lost in thought. It seems your window brought back some long buried memories. But that is besides the point, I will take my leave." He headed for the door.

"That won't be necessary." She motioned for him to take a seat on her couch. "In fact, I've been meaning to speak with you."

Korsair sat cross-legged, "Nothing too serious, I hope."

"I just need to get it off my chest." Miranda took a breath before continuing, "And honestly, I still can't quite believe it. You know, the whole ordeal concerning time-travel."

"I imagine you might've laughed in father's face when he relayed it to you."

Miranda pursed her lips, "Strange, hearing you call him that."

Korsair shrugged, "I can think of worse things to call him, that one was just out of respect." He leaned back a little, "You have father issues, I take it?"

The Cerberus operative frowned.

"Not touching that subject I see, my apologies."

She sighed, "It's just something I don't feel ready to discuss, not yet anyway."

Korsair nodded, resuming the topic she initiated, "Is it really that hard to believe you could conceive a child?"

Unconsciously, her hand went to her lower abdomen.

The Colonel raised an eyebrow, "Ah, I see. It's the doctors."

"They told me that my genetic modification process rendered me unable to have children. I didn't even-" She stopped, biting her lip.

Korsair finished for her, "You didn't tell the Commander, because at the time the relevance of that personal information wasn't favorable."

"No, it's not that." Miranda crossed her arms defensively, "I just didn't know how he'd react, is all."

"I can just imagine he'd want children, in the future if not today, is that right?"

Miranda nodded. Korsair maintained his silence as the woman searched for the right words to say. "That still doesn't explain how you're here."

A shrug, "What can I say? I'm a miracle child. Or rather a freak of nature."

"Why do you say that?"

His brow twitched, "Aren't you a little concerned of asking a little too many questions? I am a time traveler, you know. And what even more drastic changes would I bring if I told you too much?" He spoke as if talking to himself.

"By being here you're already making a change, whether it's good or bad is something decided by your actions."

Korsair tilted his head like a wolf, eyeing Miranda curiously, "There's truth in that. Very well, I shall entertain you." He sat in a more appropriate position and cleared his throat.

"In the not too distant future, there was a man and a woman. They loved each other very much and later married. They were both soldiers, skilled in the art of war, and it was the only thing they knew how to live by. But the time came when the man wanted to continue his legacy, such as all males would naturally want. But alas, the woman was barren. Her ovaries blocked by two massive tumors."

Miranda frowned, "You're talking about me, aren't you?"

Korsair smiled but didn't answer, "A year passed, and the woman still hadn't given her husband a child. The man loved his wife dearly, never seeing this as a curse and assured her accordingly. Naturally, the woman saw it differently but kept her peace and moved on with her life."

"But then, as the couple went on a mission headed for a war-torn world with a dying star, it seemed like fate had a surprise waiting for them. The mission was carried out routinely; putting down those who sought to sow terror and restoring the peace, and then gaining an extra ally from the freedom fighters. But then, the woman was exposed one day to the sun's unnaturally red rays. Her genetic modification protected her from radiation disease, but unknowingly, it changed something inside her."

It was Miranda's turn to be silent, unsure if she liked where this was going.

"They made love vigorously that night, none the wiser of what was truly going on with the woman's chemistry. They carried on, leaving the planet with the freedom fighters a few days early prior to the sun's destruction."

Miranda's eyebrows slowly rose in genuine interest.

"A few months later, twins were born from the woman's womb. This event marked as a revolutionary jump in Medical history. A wonder drug was siphoned from the twins' blood sample, making pregnancies all over the galaxy possible for similarly barren women." Korsair paused, "It made inter-species pregnancies possible too. That day was called Hybrid Day on Earth, you can already guess why." He sighed, "I remember you telling me that story over and over, but telling a child he was an accident isn't exactly what you'd call progress."

Miranda took this time to process what she heard, the information becoming a little hard to swallow.

"So." She finally said, "Does that mean I'd have to expose myself to a dying sun's rays? Does that work often?"

He shook his head, "You were the only one that had it all worked out for you. There wasn't anyone else willing to sunbathe in front of a swirling red mass of radiation. Besides, I think Shepard and you became the savior of all barren women across the Milky Way. I believe congratulations are in order?"

Miranda smiled but hardly laughed at the joke, "Thank you for telling me this, even if it's against all the laws of physics or continuum or whatever."

"Humanity has always pushed against the rules, and I'm a living example of that."

"Quite right." Miranda nodded looking out at the stars. For some reason, that same view of which the psion loathed to see, it was now a lot less unpleasant to stare at.

"Revelry, hmm, I like it."


	5. Chapter 5: Death on the Horizon

"That's it, now plug it in."

The turian followed the psion's instructions as best as he could, the job of putting together a duplicate of Deadlock made less difficult by his steady hands. If Garrus had sweat glands, he would've been drenched by now. Being a perfectionist, he wanted every detail and part in the right place no matter how hard the effort required.

"It's not like you're handling a highly radioactive substance, Garrus."

"It's a work of art, my passion! Humor me." He answered, slipping the last screw and turning the head in. The final result was a beautiful chromal silver anti-material rifle that mirrored Deadlock's delicate curves and intricate ridges. Indeed, it was a work of art, ready to paint its own bloody masterpiece on the battlefield.

It had been two months since the destruction of the Collector base, and all what's left to do on the Normandy was while away the time by coming up with a few crude replications of XCOM weaponry for the two marksmen. The week had been largely uneventful since they docked at Omega's harbor. The crew took some time off, visiting the strip clubs, or shopping in the black market. Korsair and Garrus, however, spent those seven days cooped up in the Cargo hold.

"Hot damn, I think I've just outdone myself." The turian breathed proudly, turning the weapon over and over in his hands.

"Plenty of targets in Omega that'll need a titan round through their heads, wanna' test it out?" Korsair offered.

Garrus shook his head, "Nah, I think I've had enough of that pisshole to last a lifetime. Besides, last time I was there, I nearly died."

"It's true." The Commander joined in as he stepped out of the elevator, "Hence the nasty scars on his pretty face." He wore a may-I-have-a-moment expression that the turian caught on, he nodded.

Korsair chuckled, "No arguments there."

Having no trouble hoisting up the lightweight alloyed weapon, courtesy of the Colonel's supervision, Garrus gratefully shook his hand. "Thanks for the time, Korsair, see you around." He turned to the elevator.

"Try not to get your arm broken shooting that thing, it's a lot stronger than it looks." He called after him.

He turned to the Commander, "Need anything, Shepard?"

The Spectre carried a datapad, tapping it against his other hand as he considered what he was going to say. "I just received a transmission from the Alliance."

Korsair rubbed his hands into a rag, wiping off the black soot from tinkering with Garrus, "Top brass?"

"Admiral Steven Hackett, to be precise." The Commander said with a nod, "He called in, asking a favor. A mission we'll be doing for him."

"That sounds like a black op call. Doesn't he know we used to work for Cerberus?"

"Exactly what I thought. But I know the Admiral, a good man. He wouldn't call if he wasn't desperate."

Korsair crossed his arms, "So, what did he want?"

"An Alliance research team was sent deep into batarian territory to investigate rumors of an alien artifact. The Admiral mentioned that they believed it could be of Reaper origins."

"But then, just as they were about to get to the bottom of this, all contact was lost." Korsair finished.

The Commander nodded.

"Cliché."

"The head researcher, a certain Dr. Amanda Kenson, was last reported seen on a batarian holding facility in the Aratoht colony system. We're supposed to get her out of there, quick and quiet like."

"So they send us, people with no ties to anyone. So that if it fails , the Alliance can just deny responsibility and nothing comes back to bite them in the ass. Heh, an original manuever of politicians."

The Commander answered, "I understand their concerns, a political incident if we fail can jeopardize batarian-human relations even more so than it already is."

"I'm with you either way, Commander. But just so you know, appeasing those six-eyed bastards is a coward's way of getting around. The Alliance should grow a backbone, no alien should bully their way in and tell us what and what not to do. This is me stating a fact and free of any form of racism."

"Maybe so, but our objectives are clear. We get Kenson out with as little collateral damage as possible, find their base of operations and secure the artifact they've uncovered. And to address your opinion on the batarian-human relations matter, I can't say that I totally agree. But let's leave it at that and get set. The sooner we complete this mission, the better."

The Colonel moved to get his armor while Shepard studied the new shuttle added to their inventory where the Kodiak should've been. It was a bulk of a shuttle too, twice the size of the Cerberus scoutship, though the aesthetically pleasing sleek construction indicated it was meant for something other than catching someone's attention in combat. "Korsair, what's this?" He asked.

"Oh that? That's an ADVENT scoutship I salvaged from one of the wrecks we passed by on the way here. I've been working on it throughout the week while helping Garrus with his new rifle. Why do you ask?"

"It's replaced the shuttle, and I haven't heard about it?"

"Miranda's idea, she agreed with me to utilize what remains of any recoverable items I scrounge into. As for the Kodiak, well, we scrapped it and sold the parts to Omega's market. I used the credits to buy some equipment and spare parts to get the scoutship running. Again, it was with Miranda's permission."

Shepard pursed his lips, "Well, if it's a hell of a lot better than the previous shuttle, who am I to argue?" He ran a hand along the smooth surface. "Tell me about its features, what can it do?"

"Hmm, how do I say this in English?" The psion mused, "It's got a built-in cloaking device that'll be able to disguise both the heat signature and the resonance from FTL jump exits. Just like the Normandy, we'll jump into the frey without so much as a hiss from the thrusters." He moved to the port and starboard compartments that housed the main guns, "I didn't have the necessary ammunition to replicate the standard ordnance loadout, so I had to manage with Ferrous slugs for the ADVENT Mag-Cannons. They can pierce virtually anything when fired. For air to air, or air to ground assault; I've added some missile compartments to add to its efficiency."

Shepard smiled, "Useful for air-support."

"Oh, speaking of which. This particular ship's got an interface unit installed in the nav com."

"Meaning?"

Korsair's mouth twitched into a small smile of his own, "I can synch my mind, psionically, to the computer. Meaning, I can 'call' or 'will' the ship accordingly. So whenever we're in a tight spot, I can just summon this ship to our location and rain hell on anyone stupid enough to catch us in a crossfire. We just have to stay within a three kilometer radius of this thing, because it'll be totally useless when out of tightbeam range."

"Wow!" Shepard stood back to admire the fine piece of work, "I had no idea you were an engineer." Could've used you when we fought Saren, he thought as he smiled sadly, thinking of Kaidan back on Virmire.

Korsair patted the loose bits of his armor into place, "I don't know ships the way most of your people do, and frankly I'm considered a shit engineer. But when you're fighting against ADVENT in my time, the stakes force you to turn into a jack-of-all-trades. The things I know about ships of the future amount to highly advanced engineering around here. Couple those two, and you've got a bonafide tech and engine specialist namely yours truly." He then added, "But that's just me being a narcissistic ass. I owe a large portion of the work to Tali, but she was busy for most of the time so I had to pick up the slack afterwards."

"And this?" The Commander asked, tapping at the name finely etched into the paint, _Praedonem._

"That's latin for bandit, I just thought the ship deserved a little ceremony." He shrugged.

"Nice work, Korsair. I look forward to testing it out with you." The Commander said as he patted his shoulder, heading upwards to get himself suited up.

Korsair added. "Why do I get the feeling that the Admiral wants this as a solo-mission for you?"

"That's because it is."

"Then why are you bringing me along?" He asked.

Shepard shrugged, "I need someone I can trust, who'll have my back out there."

"I'm touched, but don't you think Miranda's a better option. Or maybe Kasumi, Thane?"

"Kasumi left the Normandy the day after we defeated the Collectors, Thane went back to the Citadel to visit his son, and Miranda's going through a spell since this morning. You're definitely the best choice."

"Right." He answered sardonically, "It's like two Shepards to confuse the enemy when they write it down on the reports. Genius."

The Commander left for the elevator, "A spell, Shepard? You don't think Miranda's pregnant or anything, do you? Not that I have a problem with that, you're contributing to the population cap after all."

Shepard's brows bunched together, but he didn't answer.

…

The wind howled like a wounded banshee as the storm grew worse. A lone batarian sentry operating the gun tower winced at another clap of thunder. Aratoht, a planet of lush vegetation and an agricultural marvel, was known for its frequent storms during the middle of summer. A small problem soon forgotten upon arrival and establishment of the four colonies, but a disadvantage on their part as the _Praedonem _rode the storm and into the outskirts of the small city.

The rain had smothered the sounds made by the metal pad touching down, followed by a hiss as the doors opened. The patrol making their rounds in the perimeter didn't see the two shadowed figures jump down from the ADVENT ship as it sped away for a safer distance but ever ready to be summoned to their aid.

The Colonel tapped on the console to unlock the back door leading into the facility, Shepard took position behind to cover him in case the patrol headed their way. But no matter how hard he scrutinized the controls, the outdated security patterns kept locking him out!

Taking careful aim with his suppressed and modified Red Peril, the psion sneezed a round through the panel.

There was a loud click as the bolts slid aside, unlocking the door leading into a long corridor. Shepard looked up at him, to which the Colonel shrugged, "I'm no hacker." They continued on, careful not to alert any guards as they sneaked past another patrol roaming the halls. "To the right, I see a path leading to the brig." Korsair whispered in his comms. The Commander nodded and followed suit, a little worried that their wet footprints might give them away.

"Get the human into questioning." Came a voice from beyond a corner leading into a cell block.

"Get your hands off me!" Cried a woman's voice, followed by a loud curse from a batarian as the sound of a foot colliding against something soft in his anatomy echoed through the halls.

"Got eyes on the doc." Shepard whispered, "Three tangos on my local."

Korsair glanced down the hall, "Negative on my local, can we take them?"

"Tango on the left's too close to an emergency switch, most likely an alarm."

"What's the play, Commander?"

"We follow, for now. Scan for all possible exits, we might need them later." Shepard replied. The two headed downstairs into an unfinished vent chamber, the pipes emitted highly volatile fumes that could cause an explosion if handled improperly. "Watch yourself, security alarm beams on my twelve!" Shepard whispered fiercely, the sight of a crisscrossed pattern of red beams confirming his warning.

"Any sign of the doc?"

The Commander checked his Omni-Tool, "A couple of meters ahead of us and still moving. Lets' pick up the pace but proceed with caution, neutralize any threats standing in your way if deemed necessary, got it?"

"Solid copy, Commander."

Just then, the long eerie howl of a Varren assaulted their ears. "Shit, hold up, it's got a whiff of us!" Shepard warned as the alien hound sniffed the air for the unfamiliar scent. Its feet followed its nose as it headed straight for their position. Korsair turned up the cloaking mode in his armor and moved catlike across the alarm beams and to the flank of the approaching Varren. The dog looked this way and that as it sensed a presence but couldn't register it properly. It met its end as the Colonel wrapped a swift arm around its neck and delivered a powerful twist that wrenched the skull free from the spine. There was a pained whine as life left the hound and it fell limp in Korsair's arms, the Colonel dragged the corpse and laid it out of sight.

"Clear, let's move." Shepard motioned for the narrow corridor leading to the interrogation chamber. The maze of empty hubs that greeted them at the exit proved to be quite the dillema, but thanks to Shepard's Omni-Tool, they found their way eventually. They came upon a barred up office that housed two sentries on break, the two batarians enjoyed a couple of drinks and cigarettes and were talking loud enough for them not to hear of the psion's footfalls.

"Two tangos at my local." Korsair reported, "They're in my way."

"Take them out on three." The Commander counted down and they both fired in perfect synchronization, sending the six-eyed aliens falling down hard on the steel floor. The blood seeped out of the massive holes in their helmets as the fall jarred their scattered brains. "Beautiful." Korsair commented as they continued on their path. Nature worked in their favor as the storm grew worse, sending little rocks of ice pattering against the roof, minimizing the noise of their boots as they hurried along.

"See the interrogation room yet?" Shepard asked.

"Positive, five tangos on two and ten'o clock."

"Take position on the cargo boxes, engage when ready." Shepard said as he lined up his targets, aiming for the three sitting inside the observation room. The glass screen separating the interrogation chamber and the room was designed for only one side to get a view of the other to provide a façade of privacy between the interrogator and the interrogated. Already, the doctor was strapped to nasty looking torturing device, the instrument of pain primed and ready for activation.

"I won't ask again. Where is your base of operations?"

The elder woman glared at her torturer, a tall and scarred officer of the Hegemony, "You are wasting time! The Reapers are coming! Every minute you waste torturing me is a step closer for their arrival!"

"The Reapers are coming, to this relay?" The batarian echoed in disbelieving skeptism.

"Do what you will with me, I have nothing more to say." She said in defiance, to which the officer obliged by reaching for the activation switch.

Shepard aimed his suppressed Phalanx Heavy pistol at the closest batarian guard and fired, the soldier fell back against the screen, his blood smearing the glass as he slid down to the floor. The other two scrambled out of their seats, knocking over their chairs, but were cut down by the Commander's next series of headshots. They fell as chopped licorice, the other two sentries outside the interrogation chamber made for the origin of the commotion and were brutally gutted by the Colonel's Skulljack, spilling intestines and other innards all over the walls and floor. The Commander grimaced at the gory sight and made a mental note on lecturing his son on 'clean kills'. The Colonel ignored the Commander and aimed for the officer on the other side of the screen.

There was a loud crash as the glass came apart from the bullet that tore through its surface. The round buried itself into the officer's lower jaw and came out of his neck, more blood decorating the newly painted gray wall of the cell, and he fell to the ground in a heap. Amanda opened her eyes but could not see who fired the shot due to the restraints to her head. The Commander moved to undo them, "Dr. Amanda Kenson?"

"Y-Yes?" She replied.

"I'm Commander Shepard, and I'm here to get you out." He answered as he moved to take the stubborn restraints off.

"Commander Shepard? But I heard you were dead!"

"Yeah, he gets that a lot.", said the Colonel.

The straps came off with a snap, and the metal cuffs were unlocked to release the doctor. Korsair looked out the door to see another batarian staring down at the eviscerated corpses of his fellow soldiers in shock. He was about to click the alarm button when the Red Peril sneezed another round through his wrist and into his chest. There was a thud as he hit the bloodied floor. "Better be fast Commander, we're going to have company soon."

"Admiral Hackett sent us." Shepard inquired. "You said something about the Reapers arriving on this system?"

"Yes, they are. But we must first concentrate on leaving this place before-

"Company's here!" Korsair announced swiveling out of cover and throwing a small psionic implosion that blasted apart a group of batarian soldiers emerging froma nearby elevator. Body parts flew and blood mixed with the ashes. "Alright, let's move!" Shepard said as he took point and followed the path guided by his Omni-Tool to the nearest exit. The trip got them through the kennels holding the Varren bloodhounds, and the alien dogs did a good job of scaring the poor doctor as they jumped against the wire screen kennel doors. Another corridor was covered with a dozen batarian guards, all armed to the teeth with Lancers and grenades.

"Tuck tail, Commander, we're going through a storm wall here!" Korsair warned, firing another shot that severed a batarian's arm off as he pulled the pin off of his grenade. The explosion took out five of the twelve as well as the walls on the left, revealing a very steep cliff that amounted to half a kilometer in height.

"You can say that again!" Shepard answered taking down a heavy weapons unit as he dashed towards the landing pad, "Prep the transport! We might need that fire support after all!

"Roger that, here they come!" The hangar doors opened, three groups of eight poured out of the gates and mover to surround the three humans. "Hunker down, doc! You're lucky your safety's our primary concern." Korsair yelled. The doc did as she was told and took refuge behind a stack of construction materials as the psion bent down to draw power from his pool, willing the _Praedonem_ out of hiding and drawing it to their position. There was a cry of warning from the batarian commander, but the conjoined roar of their weapons with the thunder of the storm drowned out all other noises as the ship's guns whirred to life.

There was a loud roar as the rotary cannons cut them down, their blood spraying into the wind and turning into a frightening cloud of crimson. The mauled corpses dropped like dominoes, their chewed up innards cascading out in grim display.

"That's what I love to see." Korsair said, loud enough into the comms for the Commander to hear.

"I'm worried about you." Shepard answered as he helped the doctor into the ship. More batarian reinforcements arrived on the scene just as the two boarded the _Praedonem,_ keeping up the assault as the ship turned to leave. "Burn, you sixed-eyed bastards!" Korsair purposely turned up the thrusters as they took off, setting the poor aliens on fire! The scoutship sped away, raising up her cloak as the security turrets swiveled her way. The automated defenses whirred monotonously as they searched for their target, which mysteriously disappeared in a blink of an eye. The jungle planet was left as a mere green orb in the distance, the Colonel turned on the autopilot to get them into the mass relay.

"What exactly were you doing that got you in this mess in the first place?" Shepard asked the doctor, crossing his arms to emphasize authority.

"As I would assume, the Admiral explained that we were invesigating rumors of an alien artifact connected to the Reapers. Well, we found it, Commander. The asteroid you see just a few clicks off the Alpha Relay? That's where it is housed, under our base of operations."

"Alpha Relay?"

"Through the visions the artifact gave me, I was able to determine the exact time and place the Reapers will arrive. They will hit this system first, hence the name." She explained.

"Visions?" Korsair sounded alarmed, "What exactly are you playing around with, doctor?"

Offended, Dr. Kenson shot back, "We took every precaution with the artifact, I'll have you know! You're not speaking to a child."

"I highly doubt that, hearing how easy things went south around here, I'd believe that the latter is truth." Korsair replied sternly. Commander Shepard motioned for him to back off. This wasn't an interrogation.

"Can you get us there?" He asked the doctor, "If this concerns the Reapers, then it's a matter to be taken seriously."

Kenson hesitated a split second, subtle enough for the Commander to miss but not enough to keep the Colonel's growing suspicion from rising up a notch. "Of course, Commander."

The psion eyed the doctor warily as she punched in the coordinates. The ship sped across the stars, nearing the massive chunk of rock that grew bigger and bigger even before they reached the atmosphere.

"Unidentified aircraft, you are entering restricted airspace. Turn back or be shot down." Came a voice from the comms. The doctor leaned down and pressed the reciever, "Stand down, soldier, it's me Dr. Kenson."

"Doctor? Damn good to hear your voice!"

She looked at the Commander, "I'm bringing in a couple of guests, be ready to receive us. Commander Shepard has requested to see the artifact and I plan to see him through."

"Shepard? Oh, I see. Copy that, doc."

Oh I see? Korsair thought to himself, feeling even more twitchy about the whole artifact business by the second. He glanced at the Commander through the Hades helm, seeing nothing through the N7 rebreather helmet but expressionless eyes. The Colonel decided to keep a hand on Red Peril, in case anything bad happens.

The base was in sight, a network of gigantic thrusters connected in a spiral pattern all along the ridges and cliffs of the small planet caused the Commander's brows to furrow. "What's this about?"

"Remember what I said about the Reapers arriving to this system? Since they won't get anywhere with the Alpha Relay. Well, we plan to chuck a small planet at it."

Korsair looked at the doctor in surprise, "The destruction of a mass relay is equal to a supernova! That'll probably wipe out the whole system!"

"Yes, just as we had calculated." Kenson nodded. "There's no other way."

"Then again, if that's what it takes." Korsair began, "You'll get no argument from me."

The _Praedonem _touched down gently on the roof of the base, the blastdoors opened to introduce a group of heavily armed Alliance marines, their blue armor shining with a chromal silver tinge that made the psion's eye hurt. "Welcome to Projecet Base." The doctor announced as they stepped off the ship. The Commander, however, had his attention on the gigantic digital clock on top of the door. The time amounted to seventeen hours and fifteen minutes, the seconds ticking down faster than he could make an assumption. "What's this for?"

"That, Commander." Kenson explained, "Is our countdown to Arrival."

"Less than two days, huh?" Korsair commented, "That certainly puts things into perspective."

"Is that even accurate?" Shepard asked.

"We calculated that timer exactly in accord with the deterioration of the artifact we found. Speaking of which, I believe you asked to see the artifact?" Kenson motioned for the open door.

"You're right, with the time remaining, I'd like this to be over and done with." Shepard nodded as they jogged down the corridors leading to the heart of the base. Korsair looked at the doc as they entered the elevator descending to the lower levels. "No other way? What's so special about this Alpha Relay?"

"The Reapers will arrive, regardless. The Alpha Relay is their shortcut to the rest of the galaxy, destroying it will buy us time. It'll take them months, maybe a year before they reach whatever destination they wish to harvest first."

Harvest? Another warning signal ripped through the Colonel's instinct, combined by the eerie blankness of the eyes of every Project Base operative he spied on their way to the artifact. He signaled the Commander to be on his guard, giving him a something's-off-about-this-place look.

"The question wasn't about 'could we', but should we." The doctor continued on, but the Colonel's focus was on formultating a quick escape plan as his suspicions reached an intollerable peak.

They came upon a heavily fortified room as they arrived at the center. Huge metal beams held against the even thicker titanium doors that stood in their way. A strange symbol, eerily familiar to the psion, was etched at the threshold.

The blastdoors opened with a creak when the security panels recognized the doctor's identification biometrics, "And here it is. Project Rho."

Wires snaked along the dark azure floor, the room was strangely reminiscent of the Gollop chamber that the Colonel had first directly interfaced with the ADVENT's psionic orb. A dais shaped in intricated curves and ridges held up a violet crystal ball that pulsated and emanated strange and powerful influences. The pulses grew more violent, like a thundering heart pounding against the ribcage, as the pair drew close.

"That's no Reaper artifact. It's ADVENT."

The words barely left the Colonel's lips before an eldritch energy pulse tore through the ball and slammed into the psion. Korsair screamed as the energy lifted him up, his body jerking oddly and convulsing as the energy ran through his entire system.

Shepard wasn't fast enough for the next bolt of energy that struck him, momentarily blinding him trunign his muscles rigid as his mind was filled with visions akin to his experience with the Prothean beacon back on Eden Prime. Images of the Reaper armada emerging from dark space, racing through the Alpha Relay and laying waste to the billions of worlds throughout the galaxy. It would've killed him, had his will been made of paper.

But Commander Shepard had will made of tempered steel. He broke from the trance, the pain from the severed connection forcing him to his knees. He grunted as he struggled to recover from the excruciating pain in his head. The feeling of hard iron pressed against the back of his helmet confirmed what his son was so twitchy about.

"I can't, Shepard. I can't let you stop the Arrival." Kenson declared, switching the safety off as the alarms blared. Indoctrinated marines swarmed into the room, as well as some hulking aliens wearing tough and bulky green armor. Shepard had to assume this was some of the more tougher soldiers in the ADVENT army.

Damn it, Korsair was right. He thought angrily as he wrestled with the effort to get back on his feet.

Korsair wasn't as lucky as his father, having borne the brunt of the psionic attack and struggling against a mind war initiated by the ADVENT artifact.

There were no images on his part, just voices. Voices that were howling, screaming, threatening, moaning, taunting, pleading. Voices so familiar, so beloved, that tugged at the very corners of his frail sanity. It took a great amount of effort for him to break free, sending him slamming back against the doctor and knocking her weapon away. To avoid any more surprises from the artifact, Shepard took careful aim directly at the orb and fired, shattering the artifact into a million pieces.

With inhuman resolve and swearing in turian as the Skulljack spawned from his Omni-Tool, Korsair brought down his weapon. But his swing was too slow, the doctor got out of its way just in time and delivered a nasty kick that connected with the Colonel's neck. The impact sent him sprawling back, the doctor staggered out of the room.

"Keep Shepard out of the core! I need to shut it down!" The doors sealed behind her, trapping the two generations of Shepard in with the crossfire.

Korsair growled, diving down as the enemy tuned their guns on him. He grabbed Shepard's arm and dragged him to a better spot, their only defense being the shields on their armor, the armor themselves, and the frail safety glass railings acting as cover.

"Head feels like an overgrown melon about to split!" Shepard groaned as he got up to help take down the indoctrinated marines. He ducked as a green plasma ejection slammed against the railing, making a large charred hole where it impacted.

"Head feels like hungover, and that happens rarely!", the psion chucked a grenade that turned a Muton into an irrecognizable mess of fleshy tendrils. The Commander drew out his Lancer, shook off the dizziness, and returned the favor. He cut down three Project guards as they emerged to join the frey.

A portal opened, introducing a new foe that the Colonel hated for various reasons. The Codex, a digital manifestation of the ADVENT psionic network, was a lithe and very skilled gunsmaster on the field. Sporting a powerful plasma sniper rifle and having the ability to jam enemy weapons and hack digital interfaces, it was considered an all-arounder support unit. Plus, manifesting itself in a curvaceous human female added to the insult that made the psion's blood boil.

The Codex chirped and dodged as the Colonel fired Red Peril, the rounds taking down five marines instead. "Hold still, damn it!" He yelled as the alien somersaulted over the artifact. The Colonel threw up a psionic shield just in tiem to meet with the Codex's next attack, a psionic storm that was designed to render any enemy's weapon inert and guaranteed to cause damage upon expiration.

There was a shrill tingling sound as the storm evaporated, taking out the psionic shield in the process.

Turning to the Commander, the Colonel said seriously. "What I'm about to do, I need you to trust me." Shepard just looked at him in confusion. What the hell was he talking about?

Taking this time to harness energy from the never ending pool, Korsair clenched his fists as the said energy flowed and formed into those hands. He emerged from cover, his eye glowing bright with the violet power surge, sending a patternless web of concentrated psionics into the howling mob.

Three marines, two Mutons, as well as the Codex, all stopped as if frozen in time. Their bodies were lifted, head held high, and convulsed as the psionics filled them. "Our minds are one." Korsair said, with a voice that sounded like a flowing stream. They dropped to their feet, this time turning their weapons on their fellow soldiers!

Shepard looked on in a mix of uncertainty and fear. Korsair can indoctrinate?!

The confusion worked in their favor, as the ADVENT turned on one another. The controlled Mutons swung their chain-guns, the sawed teeth eviscerating their victims in a high-frequencied frenzy. The marines detonated their own grenades like suicide bombers. Within minutes, all that's left was a bloodied and messed up chamber. The artifact whirred and pulsed as if nothing happened.

Korsair dropped to his knees with a tired sigh, exhausted by the effort of controlling so many minds at once. His father just studied him with as much uncertainty as before.

"What….What the fuck was that?"

Korsair swiveled his limp head at him, "Mind-control, last resort of any psion. But this isn't the time nor the place to discuss it, Commander." He got up to his feet, reaching a hand down to help Shepard up. "Come, we have to get this asteroid moving. I'd ager that the controls are in with the reactor core itself. I'd expect that Dr. Kenson will be there too."

Reluctantly, the Commander took the extended hand and got up. He jogged alongside the Colonel, avoiding the ruined mess of flesh and bone decorating along the path leading to the blast doors. The corridors were empty, fortunately for them, as they manuevered their way to a short trip up the elevator.

They followed the indicative signs that pointed the way towards the reactors. More alarms blared as they emerged from the elevator, met with stiff resistance from the Project guards.

There was series of loud thumps, footfalls from something incredibly large to squeeze in within the base. A hulking Berserker, towering above even the Mutons guarding the path into the reactor, joined the battle. ADVENT designed the creature to be made entirely of pure and hard muscle, bones tougher than a ship's hull, and a temper to match. It flexed its powerful hands, the redness of its skinless hide portraying a flayed monstrosity. The brute gave a loud roar as it charged straight for the Commander. Shepard muttered a curse and ducked out of its massive arm's reach. The Berserker, moved by its momentum, kept heading forward. Korsair took this chance to plant a sticky bomb on it back as it raced past them. There was a loud _POP! _as the charge detonated, leaving a gaping hole under the Berserker's right shoulder blade. The monstrosity roared in pain, staggering a few more steps down the hall before collapsing with a thud.

The barriers flickered as they were peppered with Lancers' fire. Shepard slammed a fist into a nearby console to open the entrance to the Maintenance Wing, planning to take a detour into the Reactor using the stairs.

"Are you even sure there are stairs? Nobody uses stairs in the 23rd Century!" Korsair said as he followed the Commander inside, ducking as the Mutons' plasma throwers made their nasty marks on the walls beside him. He fired a few shots that broke through the ADVENT heavies' carapace an brought three of them as once.

Making a graceful slide over the floor, using the Muton's blood to decrease friction, Shepard went through the glass wall separating him from his goal. He landed with a grunt on the 3rd floor's stairwell. "You were saying?" He grinned as the Colonel took down the green-armored alien with him, using the body as a cushion as he landed beside the Spectre.

"Fifty meters or so, let's not let them hinder us any further!" Korsair answered as another plasma volley came from the Mutons above. The two burst through the fortified entrance, taking cover as soon as they got through. The observatory was lined with stalls intended to house lab equipment, a perfect place for a stalemate owing to its giving of cover to either side. More ADVENT troopers emerged, cutting off their way back and blocking their progress forward.

"Keep them out of the Reactor! I need more time!", came the indoctrinated doctor's voice on the intercom. Korsair grunted as a Mag-rifle round leaped up and impacted against his shoulder in spite of his good cover. "Gotta love ADVENT technology." He muttered as he tossed a plasma grenade. The green substance did its gruesome work, wasting away ADVENT and lab equipment alike as screams of pain filled the room amidst the roar of gunfire.

Just then, another Berserker leaped from the ramparts on the ceiling, crushing the Colonel's cover like it was made of paper and sending him flying against the wall with a brutal swing of the hand.

"Oof!" The wall was marked with a noticeable dent from the psion's body, he fell down onto his hands and knees as he slid from the wall.

"Colonel! You alright?"

He staggered back up and hissed as the pain from his broken ribs lanced through his left side, hurting him with every breath he took. "Nothing I can't handle."

The Berserker roared and zoned in on the injured ARES operative, the Commander having a split second to race from cover and jump onto the alien's back. With a grunt of surprise, the brute threw himself backward in an attempt to shake the man off. But Shepard had a grip like iron, keeping him in place as he got on top of the Berserker's shoulders. With a swivel of the hand, he aimed the barrel of his Lancer point-blank at the domed head and pulled the trigger.

The Berserker's crimson life fluid spurted out like a fountain as the bullets riddled and tore through its thick skull. A disadvantage of the brute was that during its creation, a certain portion of the back of the crown was composed of merely cartilage and a thick membrane, a flaw most fatal as the Commander soon found out. The beast flailed wildly as it fell to the ground, Shepard leaped off of its corpse and ejected the spent thermal clip.

He moved to Korsair, who was using a desk to prop himself up. "Can you walk?" He asked.

"I'll be fine. Get in there and finish the job, I'll catch up." He wheezed, coughing up a little blood that gave cause for great concern. But the Commander knew the mission and reluctantly left his son to rest, entering the Reactor room.

The Mass Effect core warped and pulsated with pure blue energy, the influence of such had caused his hair to stand upright from its fluctuations. Dr. Kenson was there too, just as expected. She was too busy scrutizing the controls to acknowledege his presence.

Pulling out his Phalanx Heavy-pistol, Commander Shepard took another step closer. "Step away from the Reactor."

"You've ruined everything!" Kenson wailed in dispair, slamming both her hands on the console. "I can't hear the whispers anymore!"

"Turn around." He added firmly, "Now!"

She did so, bringing up a dead-man's switch detonator in her right hand, much to the Commander's surprise. "Thanks to you, I will never live to see the Reapers' Arrival." The lid was lifted up, thumb firmly pressed on the trigger. "All you had to do was give in to the influence, and we both would've basked in the Reapers' blessings-

She never finished. There was a harsh snap, followed a resounding boom.

Blood spattered all over the glass console behind Kenson, a large hole now existed where her heart should've been. Shepard looked back to see Korsair leaning against the threshold of the Reactor room entrance with the Red Peril's barrel smoking. The doctor crumpled down in a heap, her lifeless hand releasing its hold on the detonator! With widened eyes, Shepard just had enough time to jump back before the resulting explosion knocked the both of them to the floor, unconscious.

…

"_Warning! Collision Imminent!"_

Shepard stirred, annoyed by the blaring alarm that jolted his headache around like a marraca.

"_Warning! Collision Imminent!"_

He got back on two feet with a pained grunt, glancing at the Colonel, who was leaning against the threshold for support. Shepard took his arm and helped him walk back through the stairwell and up to the elevator, avoiding the gory mess they made earlier. "Can you call on the _Praedonem_?"

Korsair nodded in affirmation, "We just need to get back up the landing pad and get the hell off of this rock."

"Sounds like a plan." He agreed pushing on the panel and getting onboard the elevator. The trip took them a few minutes, owing to the number of floors they passed onto the landing pad. The doors opened, the unwelcome sight of the hangar bays releasing their cargo greeting them. Two enormous mechs appeared, each standing on two legs that acted like stilts and sporting a wicked looking Mag-cannon on its bulky head. "That looks friendly."

"Shit, Sectopods!" Korsair breathed, bringing up the best of his barriers to cover the both of them as the machines opened fire.

The shields did a remarkable job of protecting them as they moved to better cover rather than taking the said Sectopods head on, as much as it tempted the Colonel. The barriers went down as Korsair paused to catch his breath, the use of such energy putting an obvious strain on him. Blood was already beginning to drip from his nose!

"Take your time, son." Shepard patted his shoulder encouragingly as he leaned on the metal cargo box. The Commander went up and lobbed a cooked grenade, doing little damage to the near impervious hull of the ADVENT siege-engines!

Korsair shook off the blinding pain in his mind, calling on the _Praedonem_ as he shifted for an angle to shoot at the approaching Sectopods. He caught sight of the Alpha Relay in the horizon, alarmed at the speed of how close it was coming! The scoutship's cloaking dissapated as it peppered the Sectopod closest ot them with blue plasma. The Mag-cannon was disabled by the first round, the second penetrated the hulking mech's hull and breached the central processing unit. The Sectopod went down with a crash, sparks flying as the robotic innards sizzled! There was an explosion that followed its death, a defense mechanism designed by ADVENT to insure little recovery of its technology and utilization of enemy forces!

The second Sectopod retaliated, its Mag-cannon spitting destruction at the Praedonem. The autopilot moved the ship away and avoided a close destruction by inches. However, the Sectopod's armament was designed to take down air units as well. The Mag-cannon was nimble enough to track the ship again, sending its bullets closer and closer. Korsair willed the cloaking to activate and the Praedonem disappeared from view just before the bullets streaked past where it was.'

"Nice one, Korsair!" Shepard congratulated. He ducked as the Mag-cannon pierced their cover and scratched the surface of his shoulderpads. "You still got that launcher on you?" The Colonel rasped at the Commander.

"Yeah." He drew it out. "Three shots remaining."

"I'm going to go catch its attention, and you find the best opportunity to-

"Wait! What's it doing now?"

The Sectopod clicked and stood on its legs like a dog would on its hind, the massive panels on its head opening with a hiss, revealing an array of missile launchers. The Colonel staggered out of cover, seeing this chance to get the siege-engine's targeting system's attention. "Now's that opportunity!" He shouted as the Commander brought his launcher to bear.

The three rockets sped out in three puffs, screaming as they slammed and detonated on impact directly on the Sectopod's open canisters. This served as the machine's demise, but not before it got one of its own missiles to launch and head straight for the staggering Colonel!

"Korsair, look out!"

Just in time, the psion dove forward as the rocket whizzed by his right shoulder and harmlessly threw him back by its resulting explosion! Shepard moved to his side to see if he was alright, just as the _Praedonem _touched down a few feet away from them.

"Worry about the injuries later…just get us inside the ship." Korsair said, the Commander drew his arm over his shoulder to help him up. "That Relay's not getting bigger for no reason." The Spectre shuffled with his load towards the scoutship.

But, just as all surprises go, a psionic projection manifested itself in behind them. Time seemed to stand still as the purple energies clustered together. Korsair groaned at this, "What now?" Shepard's hand instinctively went to his sidearm. The image of a sleek armored woman, her features reminiscent of the ADVENT psion Shepard encountered on Nesoun's moon, appeared. She had a sort of regality to her, as if there were more than one consciousness in her. The Commander took this moment to memorize the details, in case that he'd meet this key opponent in the future. Korsair just bristled in silence.

Lon snow white hair, floating about from the massive psionic pool she sported. Golden eyes that seemingly held kindness, but also a condescending haughtiness that looked with great disdain. Human in appearance, but all a façade that hid its alien soul, designed to fool and trick all those who would look upon her bewitching beauty. But John Shepard was no fool.

"**Why?"** Her voice sounded like million mouths speaking at once, like running water in a stream. **"Why do you fight us?"**

"You'd think that playing the fool would make your offers appealing? Think again." Korsair snarled.

"**Humanity. Such a beautiful race." **She began with melodious praise, **"So much potential, so gifted unlike any other species that evolved in this universe. The only thing we ever wanted was to uplift you, to better yourselves and to achieve a higher state of being." **

"Bullshit! All you aim to do is use us for your sick experiments, all those atrocities commited just so you'd have the perfect body!" Commander Shepard grew a little worried as Korsair's eyes turned black, a purple psionic aura enshrouding his head. "Uplift us, you say? Allying with the Reapers, you can't even get your convictions straight."

"**The Reapers are an ancient race, but they chose to be uplifted, just as we planned to do with you. And so we are united in a common goal, again in contrsat with your chaotic government. Had you accepted our kindness with open arms, these atorcities, which you adressed, would've been deemed unnecessary-**

"**ENOUGH!" **His voice distorted by rage, matching the running waters with a torrent of a cascading waterfall. **"Tell me your name, so that I'll know exactly what to spit on when I carve my own into your skull!"**

The image shimmered at this, a look of surprise dawned on the ADVENT avatar's face. **"We are Entropy. We are Salvation. We are Damnation. We are you."**

Korsair replied, **"Know this, for there is no corner in this galaxy that you can hide from me! Send more of you perfect little army through the time gates, I don't care! They'd fall like wheat. Ready yourself, ADVENT profligate, because I'm coming for you!"**

Entropy was silent for a moment, disappointment evident on her face as she regarded the defiant and very injured psion.

"**We had such high hopes for you, New One."**

The image shimmered and faded, time resuming its course as the Relay grew ever larger. Shepard sprang to action, dropping the Colonel onto his seat and assuming control of the _Praedonem._ "Ow!" Korsair whined, pain shooting up from his injuries. The Commander punched in the coordinates on the navcomputer and lifted the ship up and off the asteroid towards the Mass Relay.

The swirling mass gave off streaks of lightning as the massive rock came dangerously close. Shepard was no pilot, but he certainly knew enough about activating the FTL drive when it counted, namely now.

The stars streaked past them as they jumped out of the batarian system, leaving the small planet to collide against the Relay. There was an audible boom as it shattered the powerful intersetellar space travel engine on impact, breaking it apart and releasing the destructive energies stored within the rings.

A bright blue ball of fire, equal to a thousand suns, flared up in an instant. The energy expanded from the sudden spike of its release, destroying the entire system, along with its planets and sun, in a glorious burst of the resulting supernova.

With a heavy heart, Shepard watched as, one by one, the planets were snuffed out by the Relay's blue fire. Untold billions dead and for what? He thought as he left the controls on autopilot, burying his face in his hands.

"A batarian system sacrificed." Korsair echoed, as if reading his father's thoughts. "So that we'd have more time to prepare." He looked up at the Commander, "It seems our plans will get a little bit more desperate, now that two of the galaxy's greatest enemies are united."

**Sorry about the slow update. Just replayed the DLC for the batarian relay mission, trying to fit in blanks and cutting corners to make it work. Hope you folks enjoyed it, Reviews pls. :)**


End file.
